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			For the people out there going through a hard time 

			Who have been kicked down, who feel as though they have nothing left in them

			I just want you to know that yes, fate can be cruel

			But you have a purpose on this planet

			Whether it be as small as rescuing a classmate from a bully

			Or as large as saving the world from pure evil  

			There’s a reason you’re here

			Never give up. 
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			Chapter One

			STORM
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			Five hundred years in the future . . .

			Summer, Year 500 AS

			Syrena stood in the ruins of an old city, its roads reduced to rubble and craters. The buildings had crumbled long ago, and the sharp smell of pine reminded her of the forest towering along the perimeter of the debris. 

			The setting sun painted the blue sky with streaks of magenta, lavender, and peach. She smiled at the sight, remembering all the sunsets she’d watched with Spencer and Karter on the beach back home, then frowned. They weren’t her friends anymore. They were her enemies.

			Diana stepped up beside her and pushed her wavy blonde hair behind her ears. “Do you really think this will work?”

			Syrena knit her brow, then pulled a dagger from her robes. “If it doesn’t, I’m not sure the prophecy will ever come into effect.” Pressing the cold blade against her wrist, she sucked in a sharp breath. “When the world is taken back, and monsters rule the trees”—she sliced her delicate olive skin with one swift movement, and blood trickled down her arm—“blood of a demigod will spill. Two mortals will rise, two from the Before, reborn from sacrifice . . .” She let the blood fall onto the debris.

			For a while the two girls stood in silence, watching the blood drip from Syrena’s arm, waiting for something, anything to happen. 

			But nothing did. 

			Tears filled Syrena’s eyes, and she fell to her knees. After all they’d endured, after everything they’d done, how could this be happening? She’d broken rules, stolen pegasi and weapons, fought off monsters, and met with the Fates themselves to reach this moment. Even more than all that, she’d betrayed the gods. She’d left behind everything she’d ever known, just for her efforts to be rendered useless. 

			A loud squawk pierced the air, and she looked to the sky. Two creatures the size of chariots swooped down on them. They had the brown feathered bodies of birds, but from the neck up they were old human women with long gray hair, their wrinkled faces twisted in animosity. 

			Syrena’s and Diana’s two white pegasi neighed in panic, pulling at their restraints, and Diana drew her bow. “Zeus sent Harpies after us!” She shot arrow after arrow toward the bird women, but they dodged her attacks with incredible speed. 

			Syrena jumped to her feet, pulled out her pouch full of saltwater, and twirled her fingers above it. A familiar burst of pulsing hot power flooded her chest and arm. She brought her hand up, drawing the liquid out of the pouch in one fluid movement. The Harpies bolted above their heads and reached for them with sharp talons. Syrena lashed the Harpies’ feet with her water as if it were a whip, and they howled, crashing into the ruins behind. Syrena waved her hand to draw the water back into her pouch, then swung around alongside Diana to face them. 

			The monsters climbed to their feet, ruffling their wings. “Stupid, stupid demigods,” one said in a voice like old bones scraping against each other. “You missed your own execution.”

			Syrena’s eyes widened, and she paused for a moment, looking down at her sliced wrist, blood still trickling from the wound. “Two mortals will rise, two from the Before, reborn from sacrifice,” she whispered to herself, smiling sadly as the realization hit her. 

			Diana sent more arrows soaring toward the Harpies, hitting one in the wing, while the other leapt out of the way and flew straight for Syrena. But she did nothing to protect herself. Instead, she stood still as stone, ready to embrace fate with open arms, ready to fulfill the prophecy. 

			The Harpy seized Syrena with its talons, the sharpened claws ripping through her dress and digging into her skin. Then she was in the air, the ground growing farther and farther away.

			Below, Diana cried, “Syrena!” tears rolling down her freckled cheeks. 

			The sight made Syrena’s chest ache, but she knew it was the only way. “It’s up to you now, Diana!” she yelled. “It’s up to you!” 

			*~*~*~

			Four years ago . . .

			May 30th, 2014

			The hospital monitor beeped slow and steady. 

			Andy’s mom wept beside the bed, holding his dad’s hand as the man lay in torment. Andy and his little sister, Melissa, sat together at the foot of the bed. Andy’s gaze traveled around the stark white walls of the room, then finally fell on the dozens of tubes attached to his dad’s body.

			His dad was not well. He’d been sick for months, and his once-healthy frame had withered into a skeleton. Numerous silver strands popped up in his dark-brown hair with each passing day. His stormy gray eyes grew more dull and bloodshot every hour, his usually rosy cheeks a pale shade of yellow. 

			The sight of him made Andy’s stomach sick.

			“Kayla, if I don’t make it, I promise you’ll all be just fine,” his dad croaked. “So long as you have each other.” His mom broke into a new fit of sobs. His dad squeezed her hand, then looked to Andy and Melissa. “Come here, you two. Give your ol’ man a hug, will you?” They didn’t hesitate, resting their heads on his chest, avoiding his many tubes. He coughed, stroking their hair.

			Andy didn’t want his dad to die. He was only twelve—twelve-year-olds didn’t lose their parents. It couldn’t be his dad’s time, not yet. 

			The hospital monitor began to shriek, and his mom shot up from her chair. “We need our nurse.” 

			Within seconds, a trio of nurses burst into the hospital room and shoved Andy and Melissa off their dad. “We need all of you out, now,” one of them said.

			“I’m not leaving my husband,” his mom said. She began to tremble and turned to face him. “Andy, please—take your sister out to the hall. Everything’s going to be just fine.” 

			Andy’s chest tightened. He wanted to scream in protest; he wanted to stay with his dad. But he knew he needed to listen. He kissed his dad’s hand, then pulled his sister into his arms and scurried out of the room. She screamed, pounding her tiny fists against his back. She was only four. She surely didn’t understand what was happening. 

			“We need the doctor,” a nurse said. 

			Andy collapsed outside the door and looked over his shoulder. The nurses worked over his dad, his mom standing at the edge of the room. As she watched them, she ripped out fistfuls of her black hair with shaking hands. Andy’s eyes grew watery. He clutched his crying sister tight against his chest, and hot tears streamed down his cheeks. “Dad,” he said, choking on a sob. “Please don’t leave us.”

			More hospital staff dashed into the room. “We’re losing him!” 

			The monitor let out a long, solemn wail. 

			*~*~*~

			June 21st, 2014

			Zoey walked into her mother’s bedroom, so tiny it was like a shoebox. Lightning flashed outside the window. Rain and hail pummeled the glass. The room was barely illuminated by a lamp on the nightstand, which cast spooky shadows along the walls. 

			Zoey’s mother stuffed the remainder of her clothes into a small suitcase at the foot of the bed. Why was she packing her things? They’d just moved into the apartment building a few months prior, days after Zoey’s fourteenth birthday.

			Her mother zipped up the bag, then narrowed her dark eyes at the floor and tucked a brown curl behind her ear. “Pack up, Zoey. We’re leaving before they boot us out.”

			Zoey’s heart sank. “What do you mean, ‘before they boot us out’?” 

			“I mean exactly what I said. It’ll be at the end of this week. Get your shit together.” 

			Zoey’s eyes filled with tears. “Are you out of money again or something? What the hell? Where are we supposed to go?” Her mother said nothing, avoiding eye contact, and her chest grew tight. “Why don’t you just let me live with Dad?” Zoey missed her father more than anything. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since her parents’ divorce. 

			Her mother balled her fists. “Your father doesn’t want you.” 

			Zoey shook her head and bolted down the hall, to the only other bedroom in the apartment. Her room. “I hate you! I want my dad!” She threw herself onto the bed.

			Her mother stomped through the doorway, her footsteps booming. She snatched Zoey by her long brown hair and dragged her off the mattress. Zoey screamed. She flailed as she was yanked to the carpet, then slapped across the cheek. It stung worse than the time a wasp got her.

			Her mother hit her again. And again. And again. She cried out, her body erupting with sharp pain, tears dripping down her cheeks into the fluffy carpet. She never remembered her father hitting her like that. She just wanted her father. 

			After what seemed like forever, her mother released her. Tiny beads of sweat rolled down the woman’s wrinkled forehead. She grunted and exited the bedroom, leaving Zoey petrified on the floor. 

			A while back, there had been another time her mother couldn’t afford to pay rent, at a different apartment complex. They’d had nowhere to go. No family to fall back on. For a few weeks, they’d been forced to live in their truck. 

			That was the last thing Zoey wanted to do. 

			Lightning flashed outside the window, temporarily lighting her empty bedroom walls. It faded as quickly as it came, and thunder rumbled, shaking the floor. A chill slithered up her spine. 

			She had an idea.

			Perhaps she could pay the rent. Perhaps she could scrape up enough money by the end of the week, assuring they wouldn’t have to live on the streets again. 

			But how? What could she do?

			*~*~*~

			Now . . .

			November 15th, 2018 

			“This sucks,” Andy said to his best friend, Mark, as their algebra teacher handed out midterm reports to the entire class. “I’m practically failing.”

			The classroom was tiny, with puke-green walls and zero air conditioning.

			Mark fiddled with his pencil and flipped his pale-blond hair out of his eyes. “Maybe if you actually did your homework, you’d have better grades.” 

			Andy groaned, crumpling his grade sheet. “Whatever. Remind me to come up with a reason my mom can’t go to parent-teacher conferences.”

			The familiar voice of a girl said, “Mrs. Terry? Could I talk to you?” from behind, and Andy swung around to see Zoey Fawsen standing at the doorway of the classroom. She had curly brown hair that fell all the way down her back, tan skin, and eyes as blue as a clear summer sky. She was thin but still curvy, and around Andy’s height. Her style was simple: lots of flannels, skinny jeans, and moccasins. 

			Andy had always thought she was gorgeous, and it took all his willpower not to stare. But he’d never talked to her. What if she thought he was a total weirdo?

			Mrs. Terry smiled at Zoey and made her way to the back of the classroom to talk with her.

			Mark rolled his eyes at Andy. “Try not to drool all over the table.”  

			Andy snapped out of his trance, putting his head in his hands and glaring at his T-shirt. Two cartoon characters clashed swords on the wrinkled fabric, and he gave them a heavy sigh. Zoey would never notice a guy like him. He was scrawny and pale, chewed the tips of his thumbs every time he got nervous (which was a lot), and was barely passing many of his classes. His greatest talents were crushing the other players of every video game he played, and eating several boxes of stuffed-crust pineapple pizza all by himself without puking. 

			He adjusted his glasses. “Sorry. I can’t help but stare at girls like that.” 

			Mark patted him on the back. “The only girl I’ve ever seen you stare at like that is Zoey. But trust me, man, you don’t want to get involved with her. She doesn’t exactly have the best reputation.”

			He thought about the crazy stories regarding Zoey that had circled the school for the last few years. “You realize those are just rumors, right?”

			The bell went off, high-pitched ringing bouncing off the walls, and the students gathered their things and bolted out the classroom door. 

			Andy and Mark made their way through the hordes of teenagers clustered in the hallways of their high school, and as they reached the commons area, a group of guys in muscle tees and sagging pants with chains hanging from their useless belts shoved them into a string of lockers. “Losers,” they said, howling with laughter, then strutted down the hall as though they owned the school. Andy rolled his eyes. As if he cared what they thought of him. 

			Once they disappeared, Andy and Mark walked into the commons. Andy adjusted his backpack and pushed up his glasses. “Do you want me to drive you home?” 

			Mark shook his head. “Nah, man. I’m good. I’ll just take the bus.”

			Andy shrugged. “Okay, see you later.” 

			Mark waved, then turned and walked out the school entrance, while Andy started for the back doors leading to the junior parking lot. He whipped out his phone and called his mom. 

			“Hello?” she said.

			Andy smiled. “Hey, Mom, I’m on my way home.” 

			“Oh, of course, sweetheart. I’m picking up Melissa, but I’ll see you when I get there.” Her voice held a slight tremor.

			“Mom, are you okay?”

			“Yes, I’m just a little stressed because—” 

			Andy’s phone was ripped from his hand and thrown across the school’s commons. As it hit the floor, it shattered into tiny pieces. Other students huddled together in the commons burst into fits of laughter, and he whipped around to see who’d tossed the device. 

			Jet Weaver, a senior, gym rat, and giant asshole, towered over Andy at six feet tall. His shaggy blond hair hovered just above his icy-blue eyes, and his button-up and jeans looked perfectly fitted and ironed, as always. Probably because his mother was the store manager of a local clothing retailer, which Andy knew because his own mother happened to be one of the store’s full-time employees. 

			Jet had harassed Andy since his mother started working there, around a year after his father died. The guy had some serious, deep-seated issues. It didn’t seem like his parents paid much attention to him, so he bullied people until they paid him some attention, but Andy refused to let the taunting bother him. He didn’t want to cause his mom any more trouble at work than she already had.

			But if all that wasn’t bad enough, Jet had dated probably every pretty girl his age in the entire city over the course of his high school career. Which, of course, included Zoey Fawsen. 

			Andy glared at Jet for a moment, peeved that he’d stooped so low as to destroy Andy’s cell phone this time. Jet sneered and puffed his chest, and the students around them cackled.

			He’s not worth it, Andy thought. He turned around and continued his way to the parking lot.

			“That’s right, don’t say anything. Just go home and cry to Mommy,” Jet said. Andy ignored the comment. As if. Jet laughed. “Honestly, I’m not sure who’s the bigger loser—Andy Regan or his mom.” 

			Andy’s heart pounded. He stopped, then balled his fists and swung around to face Jet. “Don’t talk about my mom like that.”

			Jet crossed his arms. “My mom says she’s a loser. Probably because she got to be a lazy housewife up until her husband died on her.” Everyone went quiet.

			A boy in the crowd took a step forward. “Hey, man. Lay off him a little.”

			Jet smirked, ignoring the comment. “It’d be hard on me if my son was as lame as you, but being married to a leech like that would definitely kill me.” A few of the students gasped.

			Andy snarled, lunging for Jet. No one, no one talked about his family like that! Jet sauntered sideways, and Andy stumbled to the floor. Jet seized Andy by the collar, raising a fist, and Andy kicked himself for falling into the trap. 

			“Jet!” said the familiar voice of a girl. “Leave him alone!” Andy scrambled out of Jet’s grasp, and looked up to see none other than Zoey Fawsen stomping through the crowd toward them. 

			Jet let go of Andy, glaring at her. “Aw, Zoey. What’s the problem? Is little Andy here your latest boy toy?” He slapped Andy on the back. “I wouldn’t do it, bro. I mean, I have no room to talk, since I did it, but luckily I didn’t catch some sorta disease.”

			Zoey rolled her eyes, tucking her books under one arm. “What a mature thing to say, Jet. I wish we’d never broken up.” She bent down and took Andy’s hand. “Seriously though, leave him alone, before a teacher shows up and calls the cops or something.” Jet’s nostrils flared, but he stepped back. Zoey pulled Andy to his feet. “Let’s go,” she said, and led him toward the school’s entrance.

			Behind them, students whispered. But Andy was too shocked to care. 

			They walked out the doors into the senior parking lot, butterflies waging war on Andy’s stomach. Hundreds of students laughed and talked under a gray sky. Hundreds more climbed into their cars to drive home. As Andy and Zoey walked past a group of girls in skimpy clothes, the girls stared wide-eyed at them, then huddled together and began whispering. 

			Zoey shot the girls a quick glare, then gave Andy a sideways glance. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced. I’m Zoey Fawsen. What was your name again?”

			Andy gulped. “Uh . . . Andrew Regan. Call me Andy.” Zoey smiled. 

			Soon they reached an old red truck, and she dropped his hand, then opened the driver’s door. “If that loser made you late for your bus, I can give you a ride home.” 

			Andy bit his thumb. “Oh, that’s okay. I’m, uh, parked in the junior lot. That’s where I was headed, before he took my phone and . . .”  

			Andy put his head in his hands, remembering his phone shattering on the commons floor. “Crap. He destroyed my phone. Not sure how I’m going to explain that one to my mom.”

			“Tell her it wasn’t your fault. Tell her Jet did it.”

			Andy shook his head. “No, no. She works for Jet’s mom. He’s always acted like this toward me, but I usually try to ignore it because I don’t want conflict between my mom and her boss. She already has enough on her plate. I’ll just have to make something up.”

			Zoey shrugged. “Whatever works for you, I guess. Want a ride to your car?”

			Andy’s jaw dropped. “Uh, sure. Thanks.” He climbed into the passenger seat, and she started the engine. 

			When they reached Andy’s car in the junior lot, it was sprinkling outside, and most of the students had already cleared out. Only a few couples were left, kissing in the back seats of cars. 

			Andy’s cheeks grew hot. He resisted the urge to bite his thumb. “Hey, uh, Zoey?” She turned toward him. “Thank you. For standing up for me. Sometimes I hear people talking about you.” She tensed and looked away, tugging at a curl that framed her face. “But I just want you to know I don’t believe anything they say. I think it’s all just stupid rumors. You’re really cool, and I hope we can be friends.”

			Zoey smiled but didn’t meet his eyes. “I’d like that, Andy. See you around?”

			Andy nodded, unbuckling his seat belt. He jumped out of the truck. “See you around.” 

			Lightning flashed in the distance, and Andy waved goodbye as he climbed into his car. He watched her drive away.

			Once he reached home, he bolted into his bedroom. He pulled on a sweatshirt, plopped down at his desk, and powered on his computer. The bed was unmade as usual, clothes scattered about the floor. Various cartoon and video game posters were plastered all over the walls. He pulled his headset over his ears and loaded his favorite game’s voice chat to tell Mark the exciting news: He’d talked to Zoey. She’d held his hand. She’d even offered to take him home. 

			The game lit up his monitor with hues of blue and green, and Andy invited Mark to play. Within a few minutes Mark accepted the request, and their characters were thrown into the game. 

			Andy tapped his fingers on the keyboard. “What’s up, dude?” he said into his headset.

			“What’s up?” Mark replied.

			“Jet Weaver annihilated my phone.”

			“That’s rough, buddy.”

			“Yeah, except guess who defended me from him? And held my hand all the way out to the senior parking lot? And offered me a ride home?”

			Mark chuckled. “Jennifer Lawrence?” 

			“No, dumbass. Zoey Fawsen.”

			“Didn’t I tell you not to get involved with that? She’s bad news, dude. I heard she, like, slept with a bunch of guys for money when she was a freshman, or somethin’ like that.”

			Andy rolled his eyes. “No way. She’s cool. All that stuff everyone says about her—it’s wrong.” The garage door rumbled open, and Andy ripped off his headset and exited the game. “Sorry, man, gotta go. I’ll get on later.”

			Andy dashed out of his room and down the hallway. He slid onto the hardwood floor of the entryway just as Melissa and his mom opened the door and stepped inside. Melissa squealed in delight, running toward Andy. Her gray eyes glittered, her brown braid flying behind her. 

			He grinned and scooped her into his arms. “Hey, Mel-Mel. How was your day at school?” 

			She flung her arms around his neck. “Good. But it would have been better if we weren’t doing multiplication.” She squirmed out of their embrace and scrambled to the floor. “I hate math.”

			Andy tugged her braid. “Me too.” 

			Andy’s mother winked and tapped his nose. Bits of silver poked through her short, choppy black hair, but her hazel eyes looked more bright and youthful than ever. “I have exciting news.” She kicked off her flats and practically skipped into the kitchen, where she set the jeep keys on the counter. “Some things are going to change around here, for the better.”

			Melissa twirled in place. “What is it?”

			Andy raised an eyebrow. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”

			She smiled, bowing dramatically. “Ladies and gentlemen, I hereby present to you the newly hired first-grade teacher of Tumbleweed Elementary.” Andy’s jaw dropped. “I was a little stressed earlier today because I wasn’t sure if I’d gotten the job yet, but now I know for sure—I did. The last several years of school and student teaching have finally paid off.” 

			Andy hopped into the kitchen and tackled his mother in a hug. “Mom, that’s awesome. I’m so proud of you.” 

			She squeezed him tight. “We’re finally going to be a real family. The days of leaving you two home alone while I work or study are over.” Melissa joined in on the hug, and for a moment the family stood together, completely engulfed in each other, savoring the moment as if it were a delectable treat. 

			The excitement didn’t last, though. A mournful cry escaped his mom’s throat, and she trembled in his arms. He pulled out of their hug and took her hands, looking into her tear-filled eyes. “What’s wrong? This is a happy thing.”

			Her lip quivered. “I just wish your father was—was— I’m sorry. Sometimes it’s just hard. Knowing he’s not here to see me get this job. To see you two grow up. I mean, I look at the both of you, and I see him. Every day.”

			Andy nodded. He and Melissa looked almost identical to their dad. They both had his dark-brown hair, his stormy gray eyes, his crooked smile, and his round nose. Sometimes Andy wondered if they inherited any of his mannerisms, but it was hard to remember what his father was like sometimes. He’d tried to preserve the memories, but with each year they grew harder to recall. 

			Andy pulled his mother and sister into another hug. “Dad said we’d be okay as long as we have each other. And we do. We always will.” Andy knew this to be true. No matter what his grades looked like, no matter how much of a weirdo he was, and no matter what Jet said, as long as he had his mom and sister, he’d be okay.

			Before anyone could speak another word, the lights of their house went out. The floor erupted in a fit of seizures, and thunder fiercer than a murderous lion roared in the distance.

			*~*~*~

			Zoey sank into the couch in the living room of her and her mother’s tiny apartment, scrunching her nose and tugging at a strand of her hair. Her thoughts drifted to her encounter with Jet and how it’d led to meeting a new friend. Probably her only friend. 

			Andy Regan . . .

			Zoey hadn’t had a friend since she was in elementary school. She’d met little Cynthia Watson in the fifth grade, and they’d spent most days climbing trees, catching insects, and playing fetch and tug-of-war with Zoey’s cocker spaniel, Daisy. But then, of course, her parents got divorced. She and her mother moved out of that cozy house in Nebraska and left the state, and Zoey hadn’t seen Cynthia Watson, Daisy, or even her own father since. He didn’t have the decency to call her, or even answer her calls, so eventually she’d given up and had her last name changed to her mother’s maiden name. Anything to forget.

			She pushed the thoughts out of her mind and opened her midterm report. All A+’s, 4.0 GPA. She pursed her lips, her eyes heavy. More than anything she wanted to take a nap, but between school, homework, and her part-time job flipping burgers, this was the only time she had to apply for scholarships.

			Essays covered the coffee table in front of her, hundreds of pages and thousands of words stacked on top of each other, written to convince people why she was worthy of their money, why she needed it, how she would put it to good use. She needed all the help she could get to pay for college. After all, her mother wasn’t going to pay jack shit for her, even if she could. Then there was the fact that ninety percent of her paychecks went toward rent and bills, and ten percent of a check earned from working in fast food couldn’t cover a college loan. 

			Zoey snatched a pencil, ready to whip out another paper. She was determined to go to college. She needed to get out of her dump of a city, to escape. Where to, she wasn’t sure. As long as it was somewhere no one knew her name, where no one could whisper behind her back about something she did years ago, it didn’t matter. She needed boys like Jet Weaver to be a thing of the past. She needed a clean slate. 

			Maybe then she’d follow her dreams. She’d adopt a big lovable dog, go hiking in the mountains, sail the seas, travel the world. She’d become a surgeon or a counselor or a veterinarian. Once she got rid of the bullshit holding her down, the possibilities were endless. 

			From outside the apartment complex, her mother yelled, “Zoey, get down here and clean out the damned truck!” Zoey rolled her eyes, tossing her pencil aside. She started for the door. If nothing else, she needed to get away from her mother. 

			She ripped open the door and stomped down the stairs toward the complex’s lawn. Her mother sat under the gazebo, smoking a cigarette as rain drizzled down. 

			Zoey took a deep breath to calm herself and walked toward the gazebo. “Couldn’t you have come inside and asked me? Keep yelling like that, and you’ll get the cops called on us again.”

			Her mother narrowed her eyes, tucking a curl behind her ear and puffing on the cigarette. Zoey sighed, shaking her head, then made her way to the parking lot. She unlocked the truck, opened the passenger door, and tucked her textbooks under an arm.

			As Zoey walked back toward the apartment, her mother tossed what was left of the cigarette onto the wet grass and crushed it under her sneaker. “Stop acting like such a stuck-up little priss.” 

			Zoey inhaled sharply. She started up the stairs. “I wasn’t aware behaving like a decent human being meant I was a stuck-up little priss. Thanks so much for letting me know.” 

			“You’re lucky I even let you live here.”

			Zoey swung around and shot the woman a scowl. “You’re lucky I let you live here, since I pay most of your bills and rent.”

			A crack of thunder sounded through the sky, and the ground began to tremor. Zoey gasped, stumbling back, as something skinny and silver shot from the clouds. It came straight for her mother. Zoey dropped her books and pointed at the object. “Look out!” But it pierced her mother through the chest. Her mother’s eyes widened, and she slumped to the ground, clutching her heart.

			Zoey scrambled toward her mother, trying to figure out what in the world could have hit her. She grabbed the woman by the shoulders and held her upright before she could fall over. What looked like a bloody arrowhead stuck out from her chest. 

			Her mother coughed, blood trickling from the corners of her lips. “What’s happening?” 

			Zoey’s chest tightened. “I don’t know.” She knew there was no way she could safely remove the arrow. Ripping it out would just make the damage worse. Her mother needed professional medical attention immediately. They needed to call an ambulance, but she’d left her phone in the apartment. 

			Another arrow, this one glowing and gold, hurtled toward them. Zoey ducked and shielded her mother, and it sped past their heads, then sank into a patch of mud. She couldn’t leave her mother outside while she grabbed the phone, nor could she carry her up the stairs. She scanned the complex’s yard, but no one else was outside, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to scream for help until someone else came to the rescue. 

			She shot up, grabbed her mother under the armpits, and dragged her toward the truck. “Don’t worry, I’m taking you to the hospital.” 

			When they reached the truck, she pulled her mother into the passenger seat and rested her on her side so as to not aggravate the arrow and wound, then clambered into the driver’s seat. 

			She snatched the keys from her pocket, rammed them into the ignition, and floored it. “Hold on.” 

			She sped out of the parking lot. Racing down the street, she dodged parked cars and flew past stop signs. The rain began to pour, beating on the windshield with angry fists, and she peered up at the clouds and gasped in horror. A sea of gold and silver arrows soared down like a battalion of shimmering soldiers racing into battle. 

			Was it a terrorist attack? Was an enemy country waging war on the United States? And if one was, why would it be attacking such a small city in Wyoming, where the population was less than forty thousand? Why not New York or Los Angeles? 

			As the arrows made it to earth, they shattered windows, pierced buildings, and narrowly missed the truck. 

			The ground shook again, and the truck’s rear end shot up. Zoey screamed, her stomach lurching, and then the tires smashed into the road. She hit the brakes, her breaths shallow. “What the hell is going on?”

			The trembling slowed into a light vibration, and Zoey glanced at her mother. She was unconscious, her eyes shut tight, her blood seeping into the beige seats of the truck. 

			For a moment Zoey wondered what she was doing. After all, her mother wasn’t good to her. Her mother wouldn’t care if something bad happened to her. So why was she out here, braving these arrows, then driving through what seemed to be an earthquake, for someone who couldn’t even bother giving her a stable home? She could just leave her. She could fend for herself and let her mother die. 

			It would solve most of her problems.

			No, she thought. That’s not right.

			Lightning flashed in the distance, arrows coming down as fast as the rain. But Zoey slammed her foot onto the gas pedal.

			*~*~*~

			Andy stumbled backward as the house shook. His mom tumbled into the kitchen. She caught herself on the counter, then fell to her knees. Melissa screamed, jerking across the living room. Family pictures fell off the wall, while tiny cracks split the hardwood floor. The ceiling groaned. Their chandelier crashed against the dining table, bits of shiny crystals spiraling through the air.

			Melissa darted for the kitchen, screaming, “Mommy!” and the house lurched, throwing her into the air. Her head slammed against the dining table’s edge, and her body went limp. She fell to the floor.

			Andy lunged for Melissa. He scooped her into his arms and pulled her close to his chest. A stream of blood flowed freely from a gash on her forehead, her eyes closed. His breath caught in his throat. “Mel-Mel . . .” 

			His mom grabbed her keys off the counter, then ran toward them. The floor lurched again, but he grounded himself, clenching his teeth. “We have to get out of here.” His mom nodded, and they dashed out the door, then hurried into the jeep.

			Outside, long wailing sirens came from all directions. 

			The sky was dark gray, lightning blasting, thunder roaring. Monstrous raindrops poured from the clouds, and the earth shook.

			Andy’s mom sped toward the hospital, gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white. She honked her horn, weaving through unruly traffic. 

			They reached an intersection, and a giant slab of asphalt shot out of the road. Bits of concrete rained down. Five cars ahead crashed into each other. His mom slammed on the brakes, and they slid across the road before the jeep came to a slippery stop.

			“We advise everyone to find shelter,” the radio host said. “All across the country, there are reports of arrows shooting through the sky, massive thunderstorms, strange earthquakes, and lightning unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Authorities are investigating the source of this nationwide freak storm, but many citizens fear it may be the wrath of God.” 

			Something silver glittered outside, catching Andy’s eye. He looked over and gasped—an arrow was barreling toward the jeep. He shielded Melissa and screamed as it shattered the window, narrowly missing his head. Chunks of glass bit his skin.

			“Andy! Melissa!” his mom cried. 

			Rain poured into the vehicle and soaked his jeans. He yanked the arrow from the leather seat and tossed it outside. “We’re okay.”

			Outside, people jumped from their cars and into the streets, gold and silver arrows lodged in their flailing limbs like pins in a cushion. Even more arrows sailed from the sky. He squinted, trying to spot where they could be coming from, but all he saw were angry storm clouds.

			His mom drove around the car accident, weaving through screaming people. “Get out of the way! We need to get to the hospital!” 

			Andy pulled Melissa as close as their seat belts would allow, willing her to be okay.

			*~*~*~

			Zoey approached a four-way, and the light blinked yellow. “If you people think I’m stopping for you, go ahead and suck it.” It turned red. She sped straight through. A horn honked from beside her. 

			She looked over just as a white jeep hit her truck, and the sound of metal crashing against metal erupted in her ears. Her temple banged against the window. She pumped the brakes, but the truck spiraled out of control. It spun a few more times, then came to a jarring halt, and her head whipped to the side. She blinked in disbelief, trying to process what had happened. 

			A throbbing ache inched down her neck and into her back. She groaned, struggling to unbuckle her seat belt, then threw open her door. She squinted into the heavy rain. 

			She was at the edge of a local restaurant’s parking lot, the building a heap of bricks and glass. Bloody arms and legs were tangled in the debris. The earthquake had slowed into light vibrations, and now the arrows came in hundreds rather than thousands, but the cries of terrified people still pierced the air. The blare of sirens made her skull pound. She wondered who hadn’t made it out of the restaurant in time.

			She looked around the parking lot and found the jeep to her left, turned on its side. The scarlet paint of her truck was scraped against its white exterior like a streak of blood in fresh snow. One of the back doors flew open. A skinny, pale, brown-haired young man with square glasses emerged. He dodged a gold arrow, which then impaled one of the jeep’s tires, and stumbled toward her. She narrowed her eyes. Was that . . .

			She scrambled onto the pavement, and a puddle of water soaked her shoes. “Andy, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” 

			Andy shook his head, his eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know. My sister— My mom— Are you okay?” 

			She shivered. “I think so.”

			“I just need to get to the hospital. My sister hit her head.” 

			“That’s where I was going, too. My mom, she’s— Never mind. We have to find help. We have to hurry.”

			Thunder rumbled. A chill ran through Zoey’s spine. The sky had opened into an angry vortex, and the largest, most brilliant gold lightning bolt yet shot from it, straight for them. It illuminated the fast-falling raindrops like millions of miniature lightbulbs. Her heart stopped. In that moment, she knew they were dead.

			The bolt struck the pavement of the parking lot and filled the air with cement, metal, and screams.
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			Chapter Two

			EXECUTION
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			Summer, Year 500 AS 

			The amphitheater was half the size of a city, with slabs of sloping gray stone curved like a crescent moon, making hundreds of rows filled with gods, demigods, nobles, and aristocrats. They were gathered to watch an execution that night, the execution of a traitor. 

			Karter, Son of Zeus, stood at the edge of the columned temple in front of the amphitheater, staring wide-eyed at the sprawling dirt floor in its center. His head ached, and his limbs trembled. The scar on the right side of his face throbbed with the memory of old pain. He couldn’t stop thinking about the girl he knew would die before his own eyes: Syrena, Daughter of Poseidon.

			Spencer, Son of Hades, watched the scene beside Karter. His brown eyes usually sparkled with life, but for the last few days, they’d been dull, red, and puffy. His dark skin grew ashen, and although he was still quite muscular, he looked as if he’d been missing meals. Karter couldn’t blame him. He had been, too. 

			A huge, muscular man in white robes descended from the night sky toward the center of the amphitheater, his silver hair and beard shimmering under the constellations. “Greetings, my loyal followers,” Zeus, King of the Gods, boomed in a voice like cracks of thunder. He stepped onto the ground. “Tonight, we come together to eliminate a threat to our peaceful reign.” 

			The audience clapped and cheered, but Karter’s heart leapt into his throat. How could Syrena do this to the gods? To him, and to Spencer? They were teammates. An invincible trio. He couldn’t imagine their lives without her.

			Zeus pulled the zigzag gold Lightning Bolt from his robes and brandished it like a sword. It was massive, too big even for his giant arms, and solid, stronger than steel, with sparks of electricity dancing around it. The sight of it made the audience gasp, and Karter shrank back in fear. The Lightning Bolt was the single most powerful object in the entire world. It was the cause of all thunderstorms, and whoever wielded it ruled over the skies. “Poseidon, Lord of the Seas, deliver your daughter,” Zeus said.

			From the other side of the temple, Poseidon strode out into the amphitheater. He looked a lot like Zeus, but after thousands of years as a sea god, his skin had developed a blue tinge. He dragged Syrena behind him by the chains around her wrists. Even as a prisoner she was regal and beautiful, her features soft as sea-foam, her dark hair cascading down her back in perfect curls. 

			The pair reached Zeus’s side, and Poseidon slammed the base of his three-pronged trident on the ground. The precious gems encrusted on the handle glittered even in the night. The Trident shook the amphitheater, and the audience let out a collective scream. The Trident was the cause of all earthquakes, and whoever wielded it ruled over the saltwater of the world. The tremor subsided, and Poseidon yanked Syrena in front of Zeus and knocked her to her knees. “Let’s get this over with quickly,” he said, his voice like angry waves swallowing a beach. 

			Zeus faced the audience. “Syrena, Daughter of Poseidon, has time and time again broken the rules I set in place for my demigod warriors. She has left Olympus without permission, stolen multiple pegasi and weapons, and tried to fulfill the dreaded prophecy. She was once a trusted servant, but now she is deemed a traitor. And she will die.” He turned to Syrena and raised the Lightning Bolt above his head. “It’s a shame your mortal life had to end this way. Any last words?”

			Syrena glared at him and spat at his feet. “I’m not scared of you like I used to be, Zeus. I see it now. I finally understand. You’re nothing without the Lightning Bolt.” 

			Zeus slipped the Bolt back into his robes. He raised his arms. They erupted with sparking electricity, and a new, green lightning bolt solidified in his hands. “Death awaits you, and still, you do not cower.” Karter held his breath.

			“I’m not afraid of death anymore,” she said. 

			Zeus sneered and raised the green bolt. “That is where you are mistaken.”

			Spencer bolted into the amphitheater. “Wait, stop! Don’t do this!” He collapsed at Zeus’s feet, and the crowd exploded with whispers. “Don’t kill her.”

			Every muscle in Karter’s body tensed like a tightly drawn bow. Why would Spencer defy Zeus? He knew the consequences. Karter balled his fists, unable to save either of his friends. 

			Syrena clutched her heart, her chains clanking. “Spencer, no.”

			Spencer’s eyes filled with tears. “Please, Zeus. I beg you. I love her. I want nothing more than to be with her for all time.”

			Zeus pointed the green bolt at Spencer’s nose. “She has committed unforgivable crimes against the gods. The punishment is death.”

			Spencer tugged on Zeus’s robes. “No—no—please . . .”

			Zeus turned toward the temple. He locked eyes with Karter. “Restrain him, my son.”

			A flicker of hope lit in Karter’s heart. It was too late to save Syrena, but perhaps Zeus planned to spare Spencer. He leapt into the air and flew toward Spencer, then seized him. He dragged Spencer across the ground, away from Syrena, and Spencer kicked and thrashed in protest, screaming her name. Karter’s eyes filled with tears. “Stop,” he said. “It’s no use.”

			Syrena put her face in her hands and wept. Zeus launched the bolt toward her, and it struck her chest in a blast of green light. She screamed and convulsed. The bolt disintegrated, and she fell onto her back, her chest a crater of ash. Her long brown curls fanned out around her head, the smell of smoke and burnt flesh scorching the air. 

			The crowd cheered, but Karter stared in disbelief at Syrena’s lifeless body. Tears rolled down his cheeks. He remembered her laughter on all the days they’d watched sunsets on the beach together. He remembered the way she’d destroyed their enemies with her incredible powers. He remembered the kisses she and Spencer shared as the two danced along the edge of the ocean. 

			But now her deep-olive skin grew pale, a pained expression etched on her face. Her eyes were wide open, a few last tears trickling down her cheeks. 

			Spencer squirmed out of Karter’s grasp, shaking and crying. “Get off me. Get off.” He stumbled toward Syrena and fell to his knees beside her.

			*~*~*~

			Zoey’s eyes fluttered open. Stars twinkled above her like diamonds against black velvet. She shot up, blood pounding in her ears. 

			The ground was still, the spicy smell of pine filling her nostrils. The air was heavy, like a humid summer night. There were no screams, no sirens. Only silence. 

			She blinked once, twice, three times, trying to process the scene before her. Where the road had been there were only jagged craters, the sidewalks and parking lots reduced to mangled rubble. Hills of debris lined the edge of where the road once was, where buildings once stood. A few cars were scattered throughout, but they had no tires, no insides. They looked like the rusted shells of what were once automobiles.

			Zoey’s breaths grew shallow. More terrifying than anything else, there were no people in sight. 

			From behind her, the familiar voice of a boy said, “Zoey?” She swung around. Even in the dark, she could tell it was Andy, with his youthful face and square glasses. 

			She scrambled toward him, her heart racing. “Andy! I’m not sure— I don’t know what’s going on.”

			Andy sat up and adjusted his glasses. His eyes widened at the scene before him. “Oh my God. The storm—it—it . . .” He climbed to his feet. “Mom! Mel-Mel!” He quickly searched the debris surrounding them and, after finding no one, turned to Zoey with fear in his eyes. “Where is everybody?”

			Chills charged through her. If everyone was dead, wouldn’t there be bodies? But if everyone was alive, why had they left Andy and her there? It didn’t make sense. Her stomach churned. She turned away and threw up, the sour vomit burning her throat. 

			Andy ran to her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

			Zoey gasped for breath, holding back tears. “N-no.” She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her flannel. “Something isn’t right. This doesn’t make sense.”

			Andy squeezed her shoulder. “It’ll be okay. We’ll find your mom. We’ll find her, and my mom and sister.” 

			Zoey gulped. “Do you have any idea what’s going on?” 

			He shook his head. “All I know is there was a crazy storm. Let’s just try to find someone else. Maybe then we’ll get some answers.” Zoey agreed and climbed to her feet. 

			For a while they stumbled through the wreckage, searching for any sign of human life. Finally, they found a girl who had to be around eighteen, give or take a year. 

			The girl was unconscious, sprawled out over debris, her breathing labored. She had to be close to five feet and a hundred pounds soaking wet, with wavy yellow hair that reached her shoulders. Freckles covered her pale skin, and she wore a simple knee-length dress the shade of lush grass. She was like a perfect little pixie.

			Andy knelt beside her and poked her arm. “I’ve never seen her around town. Hello? Are you okay?” Zoey eyed the surrounding wreckage. So we aren’t alone. 

			About ten feet ahead of the pixie girl lay a huge sack with oddly shaped utensils hiding in the fabric. Zoey raised an eyebrow and stepped toward the bag. She opened it, then gasped at what she found. 

			Weapons. 

			A sword, an axe, several daggers, and four shields were stuffed into the bag, the intricate swirls carved into their iron shining under the moon. She pulled the axe from the bag, stripped the blade of its leather cover, and balanced it in her hands as though she’d held it a million times over. 

			Andy made his way to her side. He pulled the sword from the bag, his expression that of complete wonder. “No friggin’ way. This looks like it came straight out of a gladiator movie.” Zoey held the axe up to the sky, admiring the gleaming iron blade. 

			A head-splitting squawk pierced the silence, breaking Zoey from her trance. In the shadows before them, the strangest creature she’d ever seen glared at them, its eyes glowing green. Its body was that of a giant bird, but its face looked like an old woman’s. Long gray hair framed its face. 

			The bird woman flapped her wings. “Humans. Always so stupid. Always sticking their noses in other people’s business.” Zoey froze. “I will feast on your flesh!” The bird woman lunged for them, and Zoey screamed, swinging the axe. 

			The bird woman screeched. She fell back and crashed into the debris, a bleeding gash in her side. Zoey and Andy shared a look of shock, then turned to the monster, grasping their weapons. “Leave us alone,” Andy said, his voice shaking. 

			The bird woman cackled and licked her lips. “I have come back for the Daughter of Apollo. Give her to me, and I will consider sparing you.”

			Zoey furrowed her brow. Daughter of Apollo? She glanced back at the pixie girl.

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Andy said. “You mean the Greek god? Greek gods aren’t real.”

			The bird woman grinned, baring all four of her rotten brown teeth. “Stupid, stupid mortal. You will die first.” She leapt at Andy and knocked him onto his back. His sword clattered to the side. Zoey snarled and bolted toward them without a second thought, using all her might to swing the axe at the bird woman’s side. The blade cut deep. The bird woman threw her head back and screamed. 

			Zoey recoiled, sticky blood squirting her cheeks. Andy snatched the sword and scrambled to his feet, then thrust it into the bird woman’s chest with a sickening slice. He ripped it out and stumbled back. The bird woman coughed and choked, blood trickling down her chin, then fell onto her side and went completely still. 

			Zoey gasped for breath, looking to Andy with wide eyes. He stared back at her in horror. “What the hell was that?” he said. 

			*~*~*~

			While the crowd in the amphitheater cheered and clapped, Zeus ordered Karter to drag Spencer back to the temple. Karter did as he was told, and when they made it inside, Zeus grabbed Spencer by the collar of his robes and shook him, his eyes blazing with fury. “I should kill you for your insolence, Son of Hades,” Zeus said. “You were not to try and save her.” Karter winced. Tears ran down Spencer’s cheeks. “Are you listening to me? Have you forgotten your purpose? Your sole purpose in life is to serve me. You are a warrior of the gods.”

			Spencer glared at the ceiling, and Zeus shoved him to the floor. He shook, crawling to his hands and knees, but Zeus kicked him down. “You have one last chance, Spencer,” Zeus said. “One last chance to prove your loyalty. If you fail, I will kill you, just as I did Syrena.” Karter held his breath, hoping Spencer would do as he was told. 

			Zeus paced the floor with balled fists. “My second Harpy has yet to return with the Daughter of Apollo, and I can’t help but think she has been slain. Neither of you has ever been on a mission to capture a fellow demigod, but after this disaster, I think it is time. Go with Karter. Find Diana. Catch her, and bring her to me.” 

			Karter took a step toward his father and bowed his head. “We will not fail you, Father. Did the Harpy that returned with Syrena see Diana? Does she have any idea where she may be?”

			Zeus nodded. “Far to the west. In the forest. We will extract her memory of the place, and Hermes will make a portal there so you can begin your search. I’ll send you with pegasi so you may fly home.”

			Spencer dropped his head, and a strangled cry escaped his throat. He wiped his eyes, then turned to Zeus. “I will not fail you, my king.” Karter sighed in relief.

			*~*~*~

			Zoey shook her head, barely able to process what had just happened. 

			The city was destroyed. Everyone was gone. They’d had to kill a freaky monster, and that freaky monster said she was coming back for the Daughter of Apollo. 

			Daughter. Of. Apollo. 

			Zoey wiped the blood from her face and eyed the pixie girl. Maybe her dad just had eccentric parents who gave him a strange name. But that didn’t explain why such a monster had come after her. Zoey didn’t believe in gods—she’d always considered herself atheist—but aside from an alien invasion, she couldn’t think of a plausible explanation for what was transpiring other than the paranormal. 

			She grabbed the bag of weapons and shoved it into Andy’s hands, then ran to the pixie girl. She grabbed her under the armpits and pulled her through the wreckage. “We need to get out of here,” she said. “We need to find a place to hide.”

			Andy chased after her. “No, wait. We have to stay where we are. How will anyone find us if we leave? Our families are probably looking for us right now.”

			Zoey frowned. “I’m not sure they’re even still alive, Andy. But we are, and to stay that way, we need to hide. I’m not sure what that thing was, but what if more come after us? I have a feeling we were only able to kill it because this girl already roughed it up a bit.” 

			Andy shook his head. “No. Our families are alive. They can’t be dead. They can’t be.” His voice shook. 

			Zoey sighed in exasperation. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say a word, a flash of purple light sliced through the empty air behind them. A gust of powerful wind sent them tumbling backward, and sharp debris ripped Zoey’s jeans, scraping her knees. The purple light rippled and bubbled, growing brighter and brighter as it morphed into an oval shape, and two figures stepped out from it as if it were an open door with nothing on the other side. 

			Zoey narrowed her eyes. The figures were two young men around twenty years old, seated on white horses with angelic feathered wings. They spotted Zoey and Andy, then hopped off the horses. 

			The taller one was muscular, over six feet, and wore black robes that fell past his knees. He held a seven-foot-long spear. His skin and curly locks were a deep shade of brown. His attractive, angular facial features were drawn in torment, and his dark eyes were puffy, as though he’d been crying for days. 

			The other man wore similar burgundy robes over his lean figure. He would have been handsome, with his shaggy black hair, full lips, and striking golden eyes glowing like embers in a campfire, but his skin was so pale it seemed gray, and a scar like the branches of a brittle tree twisted up the right side of his face and neck.

			The purple light dissolved into the darkness, and Zoey detangled her limbs from the pixie girl’s. She scrambled to her feet and grabbed the axe. “Who the hell are you?”  

			Scarface eyed her up and down, then gestured toward the pixie girl at her side. “We’re here for the Daughter of Apollo. Hand her over, and we’ll do you no harm.” His voice was like a snake slithering through dry grass.

			Zoey knit her brow, looking back at the girl. She was still unconscious, her breathing labored. “Why is everyone after her?”

			Andy grabbed Zoey’s arm and pulled her down. “What are you doing?” 

			Zoey yanked her arm away. “I’m about to figure out what’s going on,” she snapped, then turned back to the two young men. “So answer my question. Why is everyone after her? What’s going on? And who are you?”

			Scarface glanced over the scenery, his eyes growing wide when he spotted the dead bird woman. “Who did this? Who killed the Harpy?”

			Zoey brandished the axe. “We did.”

			Scarface rubbed his temples. “Insolent girl. I’m going to tell you one more time, and after this I can’t promise what will become of you. Give us the Daughter of Apollo.”

			Zoey tightened her grip on the axe. “No. Not until I get some answers.”

			Scarface lunged toward her. He knocked the axe from her hands and seized her wrists with surprising strength. Andy jumped to his feet, sword in hand, but Scarface kicked him in the chest. He flew back and hit his head on a rock, then, with a groan, slipped into unconsciousness. 

			“Andy!” Zoey cried, her heart in her throat. 

			Scarface glared down at her. “Don’t make me hurt you.” 

			Zoey nodded, the rest of her body paralyzed, and Scarface released her. She fell to her knees. Scarface picked up the pixie girl in one swift movement, then threw her over his shoulder. He swung around to face his more attractive friend, but sucked in a sharp breath as he was met with the tip of the seven-foot spear at his throat. 

			A tear trickled down his friend’s cheek, his breaths shallow. “Put her down, Karter. Put Diana down.” His voice was deep and gloomy. 

			Karter gulped. “Spencer, don’t do this. Zeus himself demanded we bring her into custody.”

			Spencer pressed the spear against Karter’s neck. “Whatever Syrena and Diana did, it must have worked.” He jerked his head in Zoey and Andy’s direction. “Those mortals don’t seem to know what’s going on. What if they’re part of the prophecy? Put Diana down. Now.” Karter let Diana fall. 

			Zoey wanted to run away. She wanted to escape, to protect herself. But she couldn’t leave Andy or Diana. Andy was the closest thing she had to a friend, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what would become of Diana if these crazy people got ahold of her. She grabbed Diana and the axe, then dragged them toward Andy so she could protect them. If she died trying, so be it. 

			Spencer pulled the spear against his side, and the two began to circle each other. “I’m a traitor now,” Spencer said. “Why don’t you go ahead and fight me?”

			Karter’s lip quivered. “You’re my best friend. I don’t want to fight you. I want you to do what is asked of you, so you can live.”

			Spencer paused, chuckling. “Syrena was your best friend too. And yet you didn’t do anything to try and save her. If you don’t care about her, you don’t care about me.”

			Karter snarled, raising an arm. Sparks of electricity erupted from his chest, then snaked up his arm and into his palm. A zigzag golden lightning bolt solidified in his hand, and he launched it at Spencer’s feet. Spencer dodged the attack. The bolt struck the debris, shaking the ground. The winged horses’ eyes went wide, and they neighed, rearing on their hind legs.

			Spencer’s nostrils flared. “I hate you.” He threw his spear aside and pounded his fists into the wreckage. The earth trembled from the impact, a sound like thousands of lost souls wailing ringing in Zoey’s ears. Dust swirled up from the debris and surrounded Spencer like a sandstorm. 

			The dust began to take form: skulls, femurs, ribcages. Hundreds of bones solidified around him, bobbing up and down in a terrifying dance of death. Then they came together, cracking into place, forming an army of five skeletal soldiers moaning and groaning like a horde of bloodthirsty zombies.

			The winged horses flapped their wings, but before they could escape, Spencer grabbed them by the reins. He looked to the skeletons. “My soldiers, go! After Karter!”

			Karter’s eyes widened. He leapt into the air and, although he had no wings, flew into the sky as if it were as simple as riding a bike. The army of skeletons marched through the debris after him. Soon enough, they all disappeared into the night. 

			Zoey was petrified. Her mind raced, trying to process what just happened, but it felt like a nightmare, like at any moment she’d wake up cocooned by bed-sheets and gasping in horror.

			Once Spencer calmed the winged horses, he turned to her. She shuddered at the sight of him, only able to think of skeletons and spears. “Hey, it’s okay,” he said, his tone gentle. “There’s nothing to be afraid of now. I’m not going to hurt you. And when those two wake up, we’ll figure out exactly what’s going on.”
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			Chapter Three

			APOCALYPSE
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			For what felt like a painful eternity, Karter flew high above the pine trees of the forest, stars shimmering against the night sky. The small army of skeletons moaned as they trekked below him. 

			It wasn’t that he didn’t know how to kill them; all he had to do was destroy their skulls. But doing so would make the night’s events real. Facing Spencer’s army head-on and killing them outside of training would prove all of it wasn’t just an awful dream. 

			Karter gasped for breath, struggling to keep himself in the air. His body was heavy, a familiar burning sensation erupting in his chest. He clutched his heart. He’d used a lot of power. Holding Spencer down, the lightning, the hours of flying—he’d sapped his strength. If he didn’t stop soon, he could weaken himself and succumb to the skeletons.

			It was time to face reality. He couldn’t keep running—he had to kill them.

			He swooped down and kicked two of their skulls, and chunks of bone flew through the air. Three more advanced on him, grinding their teeth, reaching for him with bony hands. He channeled his strength and seized two by their necks, then slammed their heads together. With a loud crunch, their skulls shattered. They slumped to the ground. 

			There was just one left. 

			The final skeleton snarled, leaping toward him. He focused his power and jumped high into the air, then balled a fist and sent his knuckles straight through its head.

			Exhausted, Karter shuffled through the trees afterward, trying to catch his breath, his limbs as weak and wobbly as overcooked noodles. Eventually he found a stream and collapsed beside it. 

			He glared into the fast-moving water, at his hideous reflection, his golden irises glowing in the night. He wished they were still brown. The gold drew even more unnecessary attention to his face. 

			Syrena’s death and Spencer’s act of treason played through his head like a tragic song. He wondered if he should go home and tell his father what happened, or if he should go after Spencer. He could try to convince Spencer to take back what he’d done, to admit what a huge mistake he’d made; then maybe Spencer would help capture Diana. 

			One thing was for sure. If he could avoid telling his father, he would. If his father found out, he’d kill Spencer for sure. He’d punish Karter . . . 

			There had to be another way. 

			A shooting star sailed through the dark sky, and he closed his eyes. “If there’s a single god out there willing to help me, please, give me your wisdom.” 

			A woman’s voice said, “Greetings, Son of Zeus.” 

			Karter almost wet his robes. He swung around, tripped over himself, and splashed into the stream. Before him stood a beautiful pale woman with curly red hair that fell just past her shoulders. Her eyes were silver and glittered like moonlight on a lake. Although the tunic she wore was pitch-black, the fabric shimmered with constellations and shooting stars. 

			He hoisted himself up, cold water dripping off his body. “Who are you?” 

			She smiled and curtsied. “I am Asteria. Titan goddess of stars, prophetic dreams, and necromancy.” 

			“Titan?” He backed away. He’d always been taught to mistrust Titans. 

			Asteria frowned. “Yes, I am a Titan goddess. But I mean you no harm.” 

			He gritted his teeth. “Go away.” 

			She sighed. “You asked for guidance, Karter, and I answered your prayer. Now would you like my help? Or shall I, the only god answering your plea, return to my island? I would be much safer there. Your father would have no chance of hurting me if I stayed hidden.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, he wouldn’t have a chance to hurt you? My father is a great and fair king.” 

			Asteria smiled and shook her head. “You have much to learn.” Before he could respond, she disintegrated into millions of miniature glittering stars.

			*~*~*~

			Andy awoke lying on his back. He groaned, his head aching. He sat up and rubbed the bump on the back of his skull. The rising sun cast rays over the wreckage of his town, which glared into his glasses and made his eyes water. 

			There was a blur of movement in front of him, of curly brown hair and sky-blue eyes. A pair of arms wrapped him in a tight embrace. “Andy!” Zoey cried. “You’re awake.”

			He hugged Zoey’s shoulders. It was all coming back to him now: a scar-faced creep had attacked her, and when Andy tried to step in, the creep knocked him aside. “Thank God you’re okay,” he said, then buried his face in her shoulder, his cheeks growing hot.

			Zoey pulled out of their hug, and another girl approached them. She was tiny, with bright green eyes, blonde hair, and pale, freckled skin. The “Daughter of Apollo.”

			She knelt in front of him and pressed her palm against his forehead. “Zoey told us your name is Andy. You have a head injury.” Her voice was melodious, like an airy tune played on a flute. “I’m sorry I waited this long to heal you, but I’m not sure you’d believe what we have to tell you if I’d done it while you were out.”

			Andy furrowed his brow, unsure of what she meant, but then her hand lit up with brilliant light, and he shut his eyes. Warm, tingling energy radiated from her palm, flooding his skull and trickling through every last inch of his body, and his headache diminished. It was the strangest sensation he’d ever experienced.

			The warmth subsided, and Andy’s eyes fluttered open. Zoey, the freckled girl, and the gloomy young man with the spear sat before him. Two white winged horses were tied to the rusted shell of a car a short walk away.

			Andy adjusted his glasses and raised an eyebrow at the young man, then pointed at the freckled girl. “Wait, what? Weren’t you just trying to capture her? And what’s with the winged horses? This is freakin’ me out.”

			She pulled her hand from Andy’s forehead. “Those aren’t horses. They’re pegasi. And Spencer was trying to capture me, but he’s on our side now.”

			“Pegasi? Is that plural, like for Pegasus?” Diana nodded. “Ohhh-kayyy,” Andy said, confused. “I guess, uh, thank you. For, uh, fixing me? How did you do that?”

			She smirked, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “It’s one of my powers.”

			Andy shot Zoey a disbelieving glance, but she only shrugged, seemingly unfazed by the girl’s answer. “A power, all right,” he said, and turned back to the freckled girl. “So, what’s going on? Who are you guys? There was a storm—with arrows, earthquakes, and then this crazy lightning bolt—and then there was this bird-monster thing. What’s that all about? I need to know so I can find my family. They’re probably freaking out trying to find me right now.” 

			The girl gave him a hard look. “My name is Diana. Like I said before, he’s Spencer. As for what’s going on—well, the simplest way I could put it is that the storm was the end of the world.” 

			Andy chuckled. “The end of the world? You’re kidding, right?” Diana shook her head, and Spencer stared at him with serious eyes as dark as the deepest pits of hell. 

			Okay, apparently they were serious. And probably experiencing a psychotic break from the trauma of the storm. 

			Andy turned to Zoey. Her cheeks were pale. “You don’t seriously believe them, do you?” he said.

			Her lip quivered. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe. Was the storm some kind of alien invasion?”

			Spencer cleared his throat. “Not aliens, but gods. Greek gods.”

			Andy narrowed his eyes. “But Greek gods aren’t real. What about God? You know, the God? The guy in charge of everything?”

			Spencer shrugged. “If he does exist, he doesn’t interfere with what the gods have done.”

			Zoey balled her fists. “This doesn’t make sense. Gods aren’t real. I don’t understand.”

			Spencer rose. He made his way to Andy and Zoey and knelt in front of them. “I am a demigod Son of Hades, King of the Underworld, and if you’ll let me, I can show you what we say is true.” He pressed his thumbs between their eyes, and in a swirl of fog, Andy was swept away.

			*~*~*~

			Screaming. It surrounded Karter, deafening and spine tingling. 

			It was Syrena. She needed him. 

			It was dark, so dark he couldn’t even see his hands in front of his face. But he ran anyway. Ran until his breaths were shallow. His legs numb. His throat burning. 

			“Karter!” Syrena screamed. “Help me!” 

			Then he saw her. A ray of white light shone down on her, and she struggled against iron chains bolted to the ground, shackled around her wrists and ankles. Her hair was stuck to her face with sweat. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Please, my friend, save me,” she said, her voice hoarse.

			He ran to her and seized the chains. He tried to pry them apart, but even his gift of strength wasn’t enough to bend the metal. “I can’t.” He fell back. “I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough.”

			A disembodied laugh pierced the air, deep and booming and sinister, a laugh that sounded much like his father. “You are stronger than you think. An important pawn of the game.” 

			A surge of familiar, hot power coursed through Karter’s veins and shot down his arm. His hand sparked with electricity, and a green bolt solidified in it, hissing with as much power as his father’s Lightning Bolt. “Green lightning,” he said, unable to believe he held it in his hands. “But I’ve never . . .” His arm raised itself and aimed the bolt directly at Syrena. He struggled against it. “No!” he cried, as he involuntarily launched the bolt at her chest. She screamed.

			He fell to his knees, his body weak, his mind numb. She convulsed, and the lightning sucked the life from her body until her eyes went dull. She fell slack, her chains clanking against the ground. 

			His father’s cackle echoed behind him, and the strangely familiar voice of a woman said, “Spencer goes west.”

			Karter’s eyes fluttered open, his body tense and drenched in sweat. 

			He’d killed Syrena—

			He’d killed her—

			No, wait—

			Zeus killed her. 

			Karter looked around, finding he’d drifted to sleep in the forest near the stream. He wondered if any monsters had seen him, and shuddered at the thought of being attacked in his sleep. At least now that he’d slept he felt rejuvenated. All the strength he’d lost rushed back into his body like liquid gold coursing through his veins. 

			He stood, rays of sunlight peeking through the pine trees. He couldn’t go home without Spencer on his side and Diana in custody. He couldn’t lose Spencer like he’d lost Syrena. 

			Spencer goes west. 

			He turned toward where he’d come from, starting his journey back to the ruins of the old city.

			*~*~*~

			The fog cleared, and Andy screamed, barreling through a black abyss, the sounds of horns honking and tires screeching reverberating in the darkness.

			He felt as if his body were being sucked through a straw. He jolted upward, suddenly in the passenger seat of his mother’s jeep. It was exactly like the scene only a day prior, but colorless, and cloudy around the edges. 

			Andy’s chest twisted into a panicked knot. His mother was weaving through heavy traffic, clutching the steering wheel with white knuckles. He spun around, and gasped when he saw himself in the back seat of the car, cradling his unconscious and bleeding sister as best as he could despite their seat belts.

			He reached for his mother. He reached for his sister. He screamed for them, but as he touched them, his hands went through their bodies, like a ghost going through a wall. 

			What was going on? What was Spencer doing to him?

			The sound of metal crashing against metal erupted in his ears. He tumbled from his seat and flew through the windshield. His mother screamed, “Melissa! Andy!”

			The air flickered as if someone were fast-forwarding a video, and suddenly he was hovering over the parking lot. It was just like the day before—they’d hit Zoey’s truck.

			Everything around him slowed. The sound of sirens, the screaming people, even the rain. Light flashed through the sky, and he looked up, a lightning bolt coming straight for him. He closed his eyes and braced for the pain that was sure to come. 

			But he felt nothing. 

			He was jolted into the sky by an unknown force. He tried to look back, to see his mother and sister, but only caught a glimpse of a slow-motion explosion. Of billowing smoke, of concrete chunks, of flailing limbs. 

			He reached a cluster of storm clouds and came to a jarring halt. Before him, a giant of a man floated above the clouds. He held a lightning bolt in his burly hands, his face full of fury. “We will rule the world once again.” He launched the bolt at the earth, and after a spine-chilling crack of thunder, Andy jolted higher into the sky. 

			As he ascended, more figures materialized. A young man and a young woman, shooting arrow after arrow toward earth. Then a bearded man with a three-pronged trident, and as he flicked his wrists, visions of oceans overtaking whole cities and earthquakes bringing down skyscrapers flashed across Andy’s eyes. 

			In that moment, Andy knew in his gut that he was seeing visions of the day before.

			Diana and Spencer were telling the truth. 

			Fog crept into the corners of his vision and swallowed him whole. 

			Within a minute or so the fog faded away. He gasped for breath, digging his nails into the ground as his vision cleared. He was back in the ruins of his town. 

			Zoey sat beside him, clutching her knees. Diana and Spencer kneeled in front of them, and Spencer panted, sweat rolling down his forehead. 

			Zoey bit her lip. “All right. I believe you. The Greek gods are real; the storm was the end of the world. But how—how did you do that?”

			Spencer wiped his face. “It’s one of my powers. If a moment in time is saturated with death, I can channel visions of it into my mind, and the minds of others. Because so many died during the Storm, I was able to give you a clear vision of how it happened.”

			Andy’s jaw fell. A moment saturated with death . . . “Okay, whatever. So Greek gods are real. I don’t care. Where’s my family? My mom and sister? The rest of the people in our town? Give me a straight answer, or I’ll go find them myself.”

			Diana rested a gentle hand on his arm. “Andy, there’s not a good way to say this.” He held his breath, afraid he already knew what was coming. “So, I’ll just come out and say it. Your family is dead. Everyone in your town is dead.”

			Andy shoved her away. He stood up, only to stumble backward, shivers racking his body. “No. You’re lying.” 

			Diana sighed, her eyes solemn. “Only a few hundred thousand people in this country lived through the Storm. No one in your town survived, not even you and Zoey. After I woke up, Spencer and I asked Zoey a few questions, then discussed all this privately, and we came to the conclusion that you two must be the fulfillment of a prophecy. Because of my friend, because she sacrificed her life, you were born again, and brought forward in time.”

			Zoey clutched her chest. “Brought forward in time?”

			Spencer nodded. “The vision I gave you happened five hundred years ago. You’re in the year 500 AS—After Storm.”

			Zoey’s gaze fell to the ground. “But how—how could she have done that? How is that even possible?”

			Andy’s eyes filled with tears. He didn’t care what year they were in. He didn’t care if he’d died and been brought back to life. He didn’t care about anything but the fact that once again, God or the universe or whoever the hell was in charge up there had wronged him. 

			He hugged his sides and gasped for air. The world around him closed in like a dark, shrinking tunnel. “I don’t deserve to be alive. Not when they’re dead.” Pain shot through his chest like a bullet through his heart, sobs escaping his body in violent shudders. A familiar emptiness drowned everything and everyone around him; excruciating pain consumed him. The same pain he’d felt when his father died. 

			He turned around and dashed away.

			“Andy!” Zoey called from behind. “Stop!”

			But he didn’t stop. Instead he ran faster, his feet pounding against jagged debris. At the edge of the ruins, a forest of pine trees lined across rolling hills beckoned him, bushes and wildflowers swaying in the breeze. Rays of cheery sunlight shone on it from behind him, and he shook his head in disbelief at the sight. There had never been so many trees outside his town. So many hills, so many flowers. Only a day ago it had been dry grassland and lots of dirt. There has to be some kind of mistake. Please let it be a mistake. 

			Memories of his father’s death flooded back, as if the comfort of his remaining family had kept him together for the last four years. He remembered the white walls of the hospital room, the yells of nurses, the sickening smell of death. The flowers with cards saying “sorry for your loss” that didn’t help at all, even if the people who sent them meant well. The black casket as they lowered it into the grave. 

			And what happened to his mother’s body? To Mark’s? To Mel-Mel’s? They wouldn’t have gotten funerals. If everyone in his city died, and he and Zoey were really five hundred years into the future, what had become of all those bodies? Had they been left out in the open? He imagined their mangled corpses rotting in the sun. He smelled it, the putrid stench of decaying flesh. 

			One question rose above all others, numbing him like a doctor injecting every square inch of his body with local anesthesia. Why was God—the universe—whoever was in charge—punishing him like this? Why couldn’t he have stayed dead with everyone else?

			He felt as though he’d been running for hours, finally reaching the shade of the trees. His sneakers sank into spongy earth with every step. Behind him, Zoey cried his name, telling him to “come back” and “be rational about all this,” but how was he supposed to be rational? All of it was crazy. It didn’t deserve rationality, and he didn’t want to go back. He wanted to run, wanted to be alone. He wanted to die.

			He darted through the trees, up and down hills, twisting and turning until all he could see was forest, his town left far behind. 

			After a while he had to pause. He clutched his knees and gasped for breath. Sweat rolled off his body, the air sticky and humid. There was a long hiss somewhere ahead, and he raised an eyebrow, eyeing the forest. What was that?

			As if to answer his thoughts, a creature as strange as the bird woman slithered through the trees toward him, knocking a few down in its path. 

			It was like an anaconda, probably thirty feet long and wide enough to stomach a cow. It had two snake heads, one on either end of its body. Its scales glittered like dark sapphires, its beady eyes the color of blood.

			Andy held his breath and froze. Maybe if he didn’t move, it wouldn’t see him?

			The creature cocked its heads and looked him up and down, then threw both back and let out a guttural scream that shook the trees, baring two sets of yellow fangs dripping with gooey saliva. 

			Andy’s instincts told him to run. Told him to find Diana and Spencer, told him to live. 

			But deep down he didn’t want to live. 

			So he stood there, heart in his throat as the creature advanced, ready for his inevitable death. 
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			Chapter Four

			PROPHECY
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			Zoey’s gut clenched when up ahead, a scream sounded and the trees began to shake. “Andy’s in trouble,” she said, looking back at Spencer as he ran behind her. 

			Above the trees, Diana flew on one of the pegasi. The other flapped its wings beside them. She pulled an arrow from the pack on her back and drew her bow. “I wonder what gave you that idea,” she yelled, then kicked the pegasus’s sides and sped toward the screams. Zoey and Spencer followed close behind. 

			Within a few moments, they reached a forest clearing that looked as though multiple trees had been knocked down. A blue serpentine monster with a head on each end of its body had Andy hanging limp from one of its mouths. 

			When it saw them it screamed, the trees shaking, and let Andy fall onto his back. He hugged his leg and let out a weak cry. 

			Diana landed and tied both pegasi to a tree. “It’s the Amphisbaena,” she said. The pegasi reared up on their hind legs as if in panic. “Don’t worry, you two. I won’t let it get you.” She turned around and sent an arrow straight into one of the monster’s blood-red eyes. It recoiled, screaming. 

			The Amphisbaena jerked one head at her and snapped its jaws, but she leapt out of the way like a ballerina. Midair, she shot an arrow into the same head’s other eye. It screamed again and fell back, then let the unharmed head take charge. 

			Zoey looked to Spencer, clutching the axe she’d used earlier. “What do you want me to do?”

			Spencer narrowed his eyes at the monster and waved his spear. “Get Andy out of the way. We’ll take care of this.” He bolted toward the monster, jumped onto its middle, then stabbed it repeatedly. Diana sent more arrows toward its heads. 

			Zoey kept her head low, trying to stay out of the Amphisbaena’s sight as she ran to Andy. She reached him, a hole in his thigh gushing with blood, so deep she could see his bone. His face was even paler than usual. His skin was hot and sticky to the touch, and he let out a moan when he saw her. “Z-Zoey.”

			She shushed him, then grabbed him under the armpits and dragged him away from the Amphisbaena, trying to hold back her tears. 

			They reached a cluster of trees, and Zoey rested his head against a patch of grass. “What were you thinking?” she said. 

			He coughed and trembled. “It’s t-too m-much. A-all of it.”

			Zoey understood what he meant. At face value, everything they’d been told sounded crazy. But somewhere deep in her gut, she knew it was all real, even if she had an infinite number of questions left to ask. She’d seen winged horses and bird women. She’d seen Diana heal with warm gold light, Karter shoot lightning from his hands and fly, and Spencer summon skeletons. She’d witnessed a vision that perfectly explained the strange storm—the lightning, the earthquakes, the arrows. 

			On top of all that, she wanted it to be real. She’d always wished for a clean slate, a place where she’d never again have to face the judgment of others for her bad decisions. She’d never have to flip another burger again, she’d never have to see her insufferable classmates again, she’d never have to see her mother again, and best of all, her father was dead now, so she wouldn’t have to keep hoping he’d get in contact with her.

			Sure, going to college, pursuing a good career, adopting a dog, and traveling the world was out of the question. But did that really matter as long as she’d escaped her life from before? Losing those things didn’t mean she had no purpose. Diana and Spencer had mentioned a prophecy and said she and Andy must be a part of it. That had to be important, right?

			Thinking about it made her heart heavy with guilt, but that didn’t change the truth. She was happy to be there—scared, but happy. 

			She took Andy’s hands and squeezed them tight. “There’s a reason we’re here, Andy. Don’t you want to find out what it is?” The Amphisbaena screamed again, and Zoey furrowed her brow, peering between branches. 

			Diana shot her last arrow, which pierced the monster’s stomach, while Spencer launched his spear into its throat. It slithered back toward the trees as if in retreat, weapons lodged all over its body, but Diana tossed her bow aside and raised her hands to the sky. In them an orb of gold light began to grow, like a miniature sun blazing in her palms. 

			Diana smirked. “No way I’d let you get away that easy.” She chucked the sphere of light, and it flew through the air like a ball perfectly served in a game. It hit one of the Amphisbaena’s heads with explosive force, chunks of thick skull and slimy brains splattering all over the ground. The remaining head screamed in agony, its twin a bloody stump, and Diana conjured another sphere of light, then blasted the head into oblivion. 

			Zoey’s jaw dropped. She had a million questions, eager to discover how all the powers worked. 

			Her excitement faded as Andy let out a whimper. Blood trickled from his mouth and down his chin. “Diana! Spencer!” she cried. “Andy needs your help. I think—I think he’s dying!” 

			Diana and Spencer rushed to them, and Diana took Andy in her arms. Her hands glowed with gold light as she healed him. “Don’t you dare run away again,” she said. “You can’t die. You’re too important. You both are.”

			Andy groaned, his body lighting up with hers. “The storm really was the end of the world, wasn’t it?”

			Spencer nodded. “The Greek gods, the ones you were told were myths—well, they’re real. Diana and I are their children. We’re demigods: half human, half god. We’re not immortal—we’ll die one day, just like you, even though we have some divine blood. Diana is the Daughter of Apollo, god of sunlight, healing, archery, music, art, oracles, and poetry.”

			Andy grunted. “That’s a lot to be in charge of.” 

			“And I’m the Son of Hades. He’s the god of riches, the dead, and the underworld.”

			“I bet you’re great at Halloween parties,” Andy said. 

			Spencer cleared his throat. “As you saw in the vision I gave you, the gods destroyed the modern world. It was out of anger at humanity. After hundreds of years, their stories became nothing more than myth. Some minor gods even began to fade away. And when that happened—well, everyone else got scared. A god’s greatest fear is to fade away completely. They’d had enough. Apollo and his twin sister, Artemis, filled the sky with their arrows. Poseidon shook the earth and swallowed the coasts. Zeus made a storm, with lightning that struck every town, every city, every state. And when they were done, that wasn’t the end of it.” 

			The light faded from Diana’s hands, and she pulled away from Andy, sweat rolling down her forehead. The color returned to Andy’s cheeks, his wounds gone. “Hades opened the ground of the countries’ graveyards and brought a new, evil life to all the corpses,” Diana said. “They terrorized anyone who defied the gods until the elements wore their bodies away. Demeter sucked the life out of the crops, made the soil so terrible no one could grow anything for many years, and a lot of people starved to death. Ares convinced numerous countries to declare war, causing mass destruction.”

			“Are there any people left?” Zoey said. “Any regular people, like us? Not demigods?”

			“Of course,” Diana said. “The whole point of ruling the world was to have worshippers. Without worshippers, eventually even the most well-known gods would die off. In this country, there are twelve cities near the east coast, where many of the gods’ loyal worshippers live in comfort. They’re descendants of humans who begged for mercy, who bowed down. Each of the twelve cities honors one of the twelve Olympians: the most prominent deities of the Greek pantheon.”

			“And what happened to the rest of the world?” Zoey asked. 

			“The rest of the gods and goddesses have cities full of worshippers all across the globe,” Diana replied. 

			Andy sat up. “So all the people left are just mindless sheep?”

			Spencer shook his head. “No. In the last few years, groups of people rioted in the streets of the cities and were killed. There are also small, scattered villages, where people who refuse to worship the gods live. But they struggle to survive, and many are picked off by monsters.”

			“Monsters,” Zoey said. “Like the one you guys just killed. The Amphisbaena. Did the gods create them? I mean, monsters didn’t exist as far as I knew.”

			Diana sighed. “Monsters were alive in the old days, but were killed off by demigods and heroes, and as time went on, people came to the conclusion that they had just never existed. But after the world ended, the gods brought all the monsters back to life to scare people into submission. The Amphisbaena was originally born in the deserts of Libya, when Perseus flew over it carrying the head of Medusa. Her gorgon blood dripped onto the sand, and the Amphisbaena was born.”

			Andy put his hands up. “Okay, slow down. If Zoey and I are so important, we need to know a few things. First off, how did we get here? And why are we here? Why aren’t we still dead, like everyone else? How does that even work?”

			Diana shrugged. “I don’t know the answers to all of those questions just yet, but before Syrena and I went through with our plan to bring you here, we asked the three deities called the Fates to give us answers. They didn’t tell us much, but they said they’d reveal more once we succeeded in bringing you here. All I really know is you’re the fulfillment of a prophecy, one that determines the fate of the world and the future of humanity.” 

			Zoey gasped, her heart in her throat. “Fate of the world? Future of humanity?”

			Diana nodded, her eyes serious. “You two are here to fight, and hopefully defeat, the gods.”

			Zoey had known she was there for a reason, but she hadn’t thought it was so drastic. “You really mean we’re expected to save the world?” She wasn’t sure she was capable of becoming an apocalyptic superhero. Maybe a sidekick? Those guys were pretty important. 

			Andy narrowed his eyes. “A world we don’t even know. A world where our families and friends have been long dead. Isn’t there a way to go back to our own time and stop all this from happening in the first place?” 

			Diana frowned. “No.”

			Andy scowled, climbing to his feet. “This is stupid. I just want to go home.”

			Spencer and Diana tensed, and Zoey shot him a glare. “At least we’re alive,” she said.  

			Andy let out a cold laugh. “What do you think happens to us if we fail at what they’re asking us to do? Which, by the way, is more than likely. Think about it—we’re being asked to fight gods. Gods, Zoey. No matter what we choose to do, we’re dead.”

			Zoey rolled her eyes. “Way to stay positive.” She turned to Diana and Spencer. “All right, you said we’re part of a prophecy. But what does the prophecy say exactly? Does it say we’ll win the fight?”

			Diana pressed her lips into a thin line. “It doesn’t say you’ll beat them. It’s pretty vague, to be honest.”

			“Then what the hell does it say?” Andy said. 

			Diana sighed, wringing her hands. “It says, ‘When the world is taken back, and monsters rule the trees, blood of a demigod will spill. Two mortals will rise, two from the Before, reborn from sacrifice. And when the sky is black and green, and the heavens cry, they will lead a war. A war on the gods.’”

			Andy shot Zoey a triumphant glare. “Okay, so it said we’d be leading a war. But it said nothing about winning the war. I rest my case. We’re dead.”

			“If you weren’t a threat, the war wouldn’t have been foretold in the first place,” Diana said. “Don’t rule out your victory.”

			“But you’re asking us to achieve the impossible,” Andy said.  

			“It’s not impossible,” Diana snapped, climbing to her feet. “The Fates told Syrena and me that it could happen, and that they’d disclose to you and Zoey how to do it once you were here.”

			Andy balled his fists. “I’m not doing this. Not any of it. It’s crazy.”

			Zoey took a deep breath. If Spencer and Diana really thought there was a way to win a war on the gods, maybe they could do it. “I get that you’re upset. We’ve lost our lives from the past. But it sounds like the world needs us. Maybe we can do this. Maybe we can bring peace and—”

			“No,” Andy growled, shaking his fists. He swung around and stomped farther into the trees. 

			Zoey jumped to her feet and chased after him. “Andy, stop,” she said, seizing his arm. “Please. There’s nothing else we can do. There’s no way to go back to our old lives.” She traced her hand down his arm and laced her fingers with his. He glanced over his shoulder at her, and his gaze softened. “The gods are the ones who killed our families. And if there’s a chance we can defeat them, to save humanity, don’t you want to try? I do. Please, come with me.” 

			There was a long pause, and Zoey stared hard into Andy’s eyes. They were as gray as the fierce waves of a hurricane.

			Finally, Andy bit his lip and broke their gaze. “Fine. I’ll go with you.”

			Zoey sighed in relief, pulling Andy into a long, deep hug. The smells of sharp cinnamon and citrus lingered on his tattered hoodie. “Thank you,” she whispered into his shoulder, then let go of him. They turned to Diana and Spencer.  

			Andy hung his head. “So . . . we have to talk to the ‘Fates’? Who are they? And where are they? How are we going to reach them?”

			Diana put her hands on her hips and smirked. “The Fates are the incarnations of destiny, and they control every living being’s thread of life. They have the answers to just about anything. To get to them, we’re going to fly on the backs of those pegasi. But first we need to collect our weapons and eat some breakfast. I’m sure you guys are starving.” Their stomachs grumbled in reply. 

			They collected their things, and within the next few hours Diana cooked them a rabbit over a fire she made with her light powers, boiled them water from a nearby stream to drink, and crafted them makeshift belts for weapons out of the cloth bag they’d found them in. Everyone was given a dagger. Zoey kept the axe, and Andy took the sword. Spencer gathered as many berries as he could find for a snack later that day, while the pegasi grazed, and soon they were ready to visit the Fates.

			Diana led Zoey to the smaller pegasus. “We’ll ride Penelope,” she said. Zoey smiled in awe at Penelope’s shimmering white coat and stroked her silky mane. She’d never touched a horse before, although she’d always thought they were beautiful, but a pegasus was even more fascinating. Diana climbed onto Penelope’s back, and Zoey followed suit.

			Spencer jumped onto the back of the other pegasus and patted its neck. “C’mon, Andy. You can ride with me.” Andy took slow, cautious steps toward them. Spencer chuckled. “No need to be afraid. Maia is a sweetheart.” 

			Andy hoisted himself onto Maia’s back. “How are we supposed to not fall off these things?”

			Diana laughed. “Just hold on tight to Spencer and you should be fine.” Andy gulped.

			Zoey wrapped her arms around Diana’s waist. “How long will it take to reach the Fates?”

			“From here, and on pegasi, probably most of the day,” Diana said. “Are you two ready?”

			Zoey nodded. Her palms were sweaty, her heart palpitating. She’d never even ridden in a plane before, let alone on the back of a flying horse, but how else were they supposed to get more answers? She was scared, but she’d suck it up. It couldn’t be worse than the end of the world. 

			Diana kicked Penelope’s sides. “Go, Penny.” The pegasus whinnied and flapped her wings. Zoey closed her eyes, her heart leaping in her chest as Penelope jumped off the ground. Soon crisp air bit her cheeks, her hair blowing behind her.

			Zoey opened her eyes to see Andy clutching tight to Spencer as they flew alongside her and Diana through the clear blue sky. Below them, miles of endless forest swayed in the breeze. Behind, the ruins of her city grew smaller and smaller. 

			She shot Andy a glance. Although his eyes were full of fear, he offered her a small smile. Her stomach did flips as Penelope veered up and down, but she smiled back.

			Until late afternoon they flew over the forest, only stopping once to let the pegasi graze while they snacked on berries. Eventually they reached a cliff where, at the bottom, a shallow stream ran into the jagged entrance of a cave.  

			Diana pointed at the cave. “There. That’s where the Fates live.” The pegasi descended toward the forest floor. 

			Once they landed next to the cave, they climbed to the ground. Diana lit her hands with a sphere of light. “Let’s go,” she said, and together they stepped into the darkness. 

			Immediately Zoey’s shoes were soaked from the stream running through the cave. Every splash their steps made echoed off the walls, the only sight ahead a pitch-black abyss. 

			“Hello?” Diana called into the darkness, tossing the sphere of light between her hands. “Clotho? Lachesis? Atropos?”

			Spencer walked beside Zoey, pulling the pegasi along by their reins. “Don’t tell me they left this place after you and Syrena talked to them.” 

			Diana turned and raised an eyebrow at Spencer. “And why do you think they would do that?”

			Andy chewed the tip of his thumb. “Maybe they don’t want us to save the world. Maybe they’re against this whole thing.”

			The shrill, disembodied laugh of an old woman echoed off the walls. “What a foolish thing to say.” 

			“Mortals are so entertaining,” another cackled. 

			Diana perked up. “I knew they were still here. But . . .” She peered ahead. Even if someone was there, it was impossible to see. “May we see you? We want to talk to you. The mortals from the Before Time are here, just like the prophecy stated. You said you’d tell them what we needed to do.”

			“Of course, my dear, of course. We were looking forward to your return.”

			High-pitched cackles rang in Zoey’s ears. The cave exploded with blue flashes, like fireworks in the sky, and the pegasi neighed in panic. Andy grabbed Zoey’s arm. The ground began to tremble, then crumbled beneath their feet. 
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			Chapter Five

			THREAD
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			The air was thick with dust, and Andy’s back ached from the impact of the fall, the wind knocked out of him. He caught his breath and groaned, then mustered the strength to sit up and shove the rocks off his body. 

			A quick look at his surroundings told him he wasn’t in a cave anymore. It looked as though he was outside. His fingers brushed soft, dewy grass, and there were tall walls of vines and white petaled flowers. But there was no sky, only darkness above. That must be where we fell through the cave floor, he thought. In the center of the room or cavern or whatever the hell the place was, dim candles were scattered around a wooden spinning wheel. 

			His eyes watered. Dust had covered his glasses. He pulled them off and wiped them with his filthy sweatshirt as best he could, then put them back on and blinked a few more times, trying to adjust his vision. Upon closer inspection of the place, what appeared to be thousands—no, millions—of blue strings wove through the vine-and-flower walls and over the grass. They turned and twisted and knotted so much, Andy got a headache just thinking about trying to untangle them.

			Beside him, Zoey coughed, rubbing her eyes. “Okay, what just happened?” On his other side, Spencer and Diana climbed to their feet and brushed the debris from their clothes, while above them, the pegasi whinnied and glided toward the room’s grassy floor. 

			Familiar cackles rang through the air, tendrils of smoke curling up from the grass. The smoke grew taller and wider until finally it formed three bony old women in long robes. Their pupil-less eyes glowed blue, deep wrinkles spun into their skin like spiderwebs. 

			If three old women with glowing blue eyes had appeared from smoke on any normal day in Andy’s life, he would have not only questioned his sanity, but also pissed his pants. However, this was not a normal day, and after all he’d seen thus far, they seemed totally average in comparison. 

			“Welcome,” one said. She turned to Andy and Zoey. “We are the Fates. We’ve been waiting for your arrival. We see all; our power to see the destinies of mortals and gods alike surpass even Zeus himself. My name is Lachesis.” Lachesis gestured at the second Fate, and she smiled, her teeth brown and crooked. “That is Clotho.” She pointed toward the third Fate. “And that is Atropos.” Atropos pulled a pair of scissors from her robes, knelt, and cut a few of the blue strings. 

			Andy and Zoey climbed to their feet. “I’m Andy, and this is Zoey,” Andy said. “But I guess you probably already knew that.” Lachesis chuckled.

			Zoey gripped the axe at her belt. “If you see all, I have some questions for you. How did we get here from the past? How are we alive? And what’s our fate?” 

			Lachesis stepped forward and pulled two glowing white strings from her robe pocket. They were tangled, knotted together to the point that they almost seemed like one string and not two. “There are many different outcomes to both of your fates, so whatever happens to you will be the result of your own choices. For now, all I can tell you is these are the threads that represent your lives. They are not like regular mortal threads. They are special.” 

			Atropos gestured at the strings all around the room. “When we spin a new thread, mortal life is born. We watch over them, protect them, guide them, until it is time for them to die, in which case we cut their thread and they pass on to the next life. When you two died in the Storm, we went to cut your threads, but before we could, they turned white and began to glow. In that moment, we were given a vision of your potential future, and we knew we could not cut your threads just yet.” 

			“Because we didn’t cut them, your souls did not pass on to the next life,” Lachesis said, stuffing the white strings back into her pocket. “Rather, they became dormant here on Earth.” 

			“A few years after the gods took over, Apollo was given visions of your arrival, and the prophecy was born,” Clotho said. “The gods were terrified of being overthrown, even if it seemed unlikely they would be by two mere mortals, but Zeus knew he had to take every precaution to keep his throne. Because the prophecy could only come true with the help of a demigod, he proposed all demigods be brought to and kept on Olympus by the age of ten. Convinced it was the only way to keep the prophecy from fruition, the gods agreed to his plan. 

			“The demigods were trained day in and day out, and forced to stay loyal to the gods and only the gods, or else they’d be deemed traitors and killed. All the while, your souls remained asleep until a demigod willing to sacrifice his or herself stepped up to bring you back. Syrena, the Daughter of Poseidon, fulfilled that part of the prophecy in an act of incredible selflessness for the world and all those she loved.” At the mention of Syrena, Spencer glared at his feet, and Diana wiped tears from her eyes. 

			Zoey shifted her weight. “Why are our threads of life so special? You said they turned white and started to glow, but what does that mean?”

			Lachesis stepped toward Zoey and pointed a long, crooked finger at her chest. “We cannot say. In time, you will discover it for yourself.”

			Zoey rolled her eyes. “All right. Fine. I guess that makes about as much sense as everything else in this whacked-out place. Now about the actual prophecy. It says we’re going to lead a war on the gods. But we’re just regular people. We’re not demigods, and we don’t have special powers. How can we even hope to face off with them?”

			Clotho laughed, making her way to the spinning wheel. “It does seem quite bleak, doesn’t it?” She began fiddling with the wheel. “There are three gods, three brothers, who rule over the world. They are the most powerful in the entire Greek pantheon, and are feared by all. Those three are Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus. They each have an object of power, crafted for them specifically by the cyclopes during the war between the Titans and the gods. Their objects give them domain over the world. If you are to become worthy opponents of them, you must steal their objects of power. It’s the only way you’ll have a chance to defeat them. A slim chance, but a chance nonetheless.” 

			Diana crossed her arms. “Let me guess. The first thing we need to do is travel to Hades, and they need to steal his object of power. The Helm of Darkness.”

			“Correct, Daughter of Apollo.”

			“We have to go to Hades? You mean like the underworld, where souls go when they die?” Andy asked, raising an eyebrow. “And we have to steal the Helm of Darkness? What’s that?”

			Clotho chuckled. “Yes, you must travel to where ‘souls go when they die.’ Spencer will know the way. It’s in a place you once knew as the state of Utah.” 

			“Utah? Why Utah of all places?” Andy said. 

			Spencer shrugged. “My father liked the scenery.”

			Clotho puckered her wrinkled lips and blew out a cloud of smoke. It pulsed with blood-red light, and an ancient-looking charcoal helmet adorned with swirling designs shimmered inside it like a mystical mirage. “The Helm of Darkness is a helmet that clothes the wearer with complete invisibility, even to the gods, and whoever wears it can see any soul that resides in the underworld.” 

			Andy’s heart leapt in his chest. If he had the Helm, could he see his family again? 

			“Whoever wields the Helm controls Hades and what happens to the souls there,” Clotho continued. She cleared her throat, and the cloud turned into a deep sea-blue, the Helm morphing into a three-pronged trident with jewels and pearls encrusted on the handle. “If you don’t get killed stealing the Helm, the second thing you must do is travel to Poseidon’s undersea palace. His object of power is the Trident. It can be used to cause earthquakes, and whoever wields it controls the oceans and the seas.” 

			Again, she cleared her throat, and lightning flashed inside the cloud. Thunder followed. The cloud changed to peridot green, and the trident shifted into a solid, hissing gold lightning bolt. “The last object is the Lightning Bolt. It’s located on New Mount Olympus, and it is the most powerful object in existence, surpassing the Helm and the Trident combined. With it you can create thunderstorms, and whoever wields it rules the world.”

			“Which is why they need to steal it last,” Diana said. “They aren’t even ready to face off with Hades yet, let alone Zeus himself.”

			Zoey raised an eyebrow. “Okay, I see where this plan could work in theory, but why does it have to be Andy and me that steal the objects? Why couldn’t demigods just do it? Why did the prophecy have to go to all this trouble to bring us to life? It seems awfully counterproductive.”

			“In the old days, demigods could steal the objects,” Atropos said, cutting a few more threads. “But after hearing the prophecy, Zeus couldn’t take any chances with them. To avoid the demigods’ rebellion, the gods worked together, using their powers to cast a spell on everything they possess that holds power so that demigods could not steal anything. If they even so much as touch one of the objects without permission, their life force will be sucked away, and they’ll die. The wonderful thing about it all, though, is that the gods couldn’t put the curse on regular mortals. They had to have a blood connection to cast the spell. So although the Son of Hades and the Daughter of Apollo cannot steal the objects, you, Zoey and Andrew, can.”

			“Not that they see you as much of a threat,” Diana said. “They’re more worried about demigods.”

			“But that still doesn’t explain why we had to be brought back to life from the past,” Zoey said. “Why couldn’t the prophecy have picked some mortals from this time?”

			Andy nodded, his eyes burning with tears as he thought of the people he’d lost. “Why us? Why me?”

			“Again, I cannot say,” Lachesis said. “In time, you will discover it for yourselves.” 

			Atropos stopped cutting strings and cackled. “Oh, this will be fun to watch. We saw you both in your old lives. It will be even more fun to watch you flounder in this one.” Anger boiled in Andy’s gut. 

			Clotho scowled. “Shut your blabbering mouth, Atropos. Why would you say something like that?”

			Andy balled his fists. “I lost everything I knew, everyone I love, and you think it’s entertaining?” He began to shake. “What if I decide I don’t wanna go on this quest? What then? You could just cut my stupid thread already, right?”

			Zoey grabbed his arm. “Andy, stop. You don’t mean that.”

			He yanked his arm from her grasp. “They think our pain is funny. Is that not messed up to you at all?”

			Atropos laughed and climbed to her feet, then faced Andy. “Now, now, child. There might be something in it for you.”

			Andy rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah? And what’s that? Knowing deep in my heart I gave up everything to save the world? Yeah, not interested. Not if my family isn’t even part of the world I’m saving.”

			“We have seen that if you, Andrew, go to Hades,” she continued, “you may be presented with the opportunity to bring your family back to life.”

			Andy’s jaw dropped, and everyone went silent. “If I go, they’ll live?” he said. “My mom and my sister?”

			“Whether it happens or not will be determined by the choices you make,” Atropos said. “But Mark may also come back. And . . .” She smiled with her rotten brown teeth. “Your father will too.”

			Andy’s heart stopped. “But my dad didn’t die in the Storm. He died four years ag— I mean, before. From brain cancer.”

			“It does not matter,” Atropos said. “We have seen the future. If you make the right decisions, you will be presented with the opportunity to save them all.”

			Andy let out a deep breath, goose bumps rising on his arms. “What about Zoey? What about her family? Her mother?”

			Atropos shook her head. “This opportunity will only be for you, Andrew.”

			Andy bit his lip and hung his head. How was it fair that he was maybe going to get the chance to bring everyone he loved back, but Zoey wasn’t? A soft hand took his, and he swung around to see Zoey as she gave him a warm smile. “It’s okay. I’ve already accepted things as they are,” she said. “I just hope this means you’ll stop trying to get yourself killed.”

			Andy’s eyes filled with tears. “I think it does. If there’s a way to bring them back . . .” He choked on a cry. He’d do anything, anything, to bring them back. If he just had them again, he’d have a reason to fight. He’d have a reason to steal the objects of power. He’d have a reason to defeat the gods. He’d have a reason to live.

			Zoey pulled away from him and turned to the Fates. “So how are we supposed to get into the underworld? And then get out? I mean, I’m guessing it isn’t the easiest place to escape.”

			Lachesis gestured toward Spencer. “The Son of Hades grew up there. He knows who will be willing to help you.” Spencer gave a slow nod. 

			Zoey frowned. “And how are we supposed to steal the Helm? I mean, we don’t have any powers. We’re just regular people.”

			Diana rested a hand on Zoey’s shoulder. “You have our help. We’ll guide you along the way and teach you how to fight.”

			Clotho rubbed her hands together. “Then it’s settled. Your quest begins now. You will summon the one to help you in and out of Hades, travel there on your pegasi, and steal the Helm of Darkness.”

			“Thank you for all your help,” Spencer said, then swung a fist into his palm. “Let’s go.” 

			The group turned to climb onto their pegasi to fly out of the Fates’ lair, but Lachesis waved her hands in protest. “Wait, wait,” she said. They swung around. “Before you go, we must create a veil around you to conceal you and your allies from the gods. Otherwise they will discover and destroy you before you even have a chance to fight them.” 

			The group approached the Fates, and the three old women circled them and whispered an incoherent chant. Tendrils of smoke snaked toward the group, curling up and around their bodies, and Andy gasped, shocks of electricity whizzing across his skin. Once the Fates stopped, the smoke and shocks faded away. 

			Diana examined her arms. “How does this work? Did it make us completely invisible or something?”

			“Not quite,” Lachesis said. “If the gods find you in person, they will be able to see you. But they will not be able to summon themselves before you, nor will they be able to see you in their visions, unless you make a sacrifice to them or pray to them for help. Know this: once you pray to a god, even the veil will not be enough to hide you from said god. Choose your allies wisely.” 

			“Good to know,” Diana said. She bowed. “Thank you.” The rest of the group bowed in thanks, then climbed onto the backs of Maia and Penelope and started their ascent.

			The Fates waved to them. “Good luck,” they said in unison, and disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

			After the group made it back into the cave, they hopped off their pegasi and walked back to the entrance. By the time they reached the outside, the sky was bright with a colorful sunset. 

			Andy squinted. “So who are we supposed to talk to now? Someone to help us in and out of Hades?”

			Spencer nodded. “Tomorrow we’ll gather some berries and build a small fire as a sacrifice to summon her. But for now, we should make camp, eat, and sleep. You two have been through a lot in one day.” 

			“Summon her?” Zoey said. “Don’t tell me she’s a goddess.”

			“She’s a goddess,” Spencer said, crossing his arms. “But don’t worry. It’s my stepmother. She’s like a mom to me, since I never knew my real mother. She’s not like most of the other gods.”

			Diana snapped her fingers. “Oh, that’s perfect.” She turned to Zoey and Andy. “Her name is Persephone, Goddess of Spring. Hades kidnapped her in the old days and forced her to be his wife, and she became Queen of the Underworld. Her mom, Demeter, Goddess of Harvest, got upset and didn’t let anything grow until Zeus agreed to free her. But because she ate some pomegranate seeds from the underworld, she was bound to it.”

			“Exactly why I know she’ll help us,” Spencer said. “For six months out of the year, she’s allowed to be with Demeter. But for the other six months, she has to be in the underworld. She hates it. I remember that when I lived there, one of her only joys of staying was to see me.” 

			Andy nibbled on his thumb. “I think I may have heard that myth before in an article on the internet or something. It’s the ancient Greek explanation for the seasons, right? When Persephone was free, Demeter was happy, so everything was growing and beautiful. Spring and summer. When she was trapped in the underworld, her mom was sad, so everything died. Fall and winter.” 

			Diana shot Andy a glare. “Call it a myth again and I’ll blast you to the other side of the forest.”

			Andy laughed and raised his hands in surrender. “Jeez, okay, sorry.”

			By sunset’s end, the group found a place to camp and ate dinner. Spencer stayed awake to watch for monsters while the rest of them slept. 

			The next morning, they walked through lush forest, gathering berries, twigs, and grass for their sacrifice to Persephone. Soon they’d gathered more than enough, stuffing it all in Diana’s pack, then began the search for the perfect place to summon her.

			“As a Goddess of Spring, she’ll have more power to manifest herself and will be able to talk to us longer if we summon her in a place where her symbols of power are present,” Spencer said. “She’s especially powerful around waterfalls, certain flowers, willow trees, and pomegranates.”

			“I think right now our best bet is a waterfall,” Diana said. “When I was out here with Syrena, I saw quite a few.”

			They approached a wide clearing in the forest, tons of pine trees cut down in a lopsided circle. Five little huts made of branches, pine needles, and mud were clustered together in the opening. Rags Andy assumed were clothing hung from ropes strung between them, and wind whistled through the surrounding trees. 

			Andy raised an eyebrow. “Huh. That’s totally not creepy at all.” 

			Diana halted, motioning for them to do the same, then drew her bow. Spencer clutched his spear. Zoey grasped her axe. Andy cocked his head, listening for whatever they’d detected. A twig cracked, and the first person he’d seen since meeting Diana and Spencer darted out from one of the huts. 

			It was a young girl dressed in rags, with long, stringy blonde hair. She looked as frail as a brittle leaf, her cloudy blue eyes sunken into her skull, her gray skin hanging limply from her bones. Andy guessed she was around Mel-Mel’s age—eight years old—and a pang of grief shot through his chest at the memory of her. But if the Fates are right, I won’t have to be sad anymore, he thought. I might get my sister back. 

			The young girl fell at Diana’s feet. “Please, please—don’t hurt me,” she said in a small, weak voice. “They killed my family, my parents . . .” 

			“Who killed your family?” Diana said.

			The girl shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks. She’d lost everyone she loved, just like Andy, except she wasn’t going to get even the slimmest chance to see them again. With that realization, he felt the need to comfort her. 

			He stepped forward and knelt beside her. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re safe now. What’s your name?”

			“Vanessa,” she whimpered. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Andy,” he said, then gestured toward everyone else. “That’s Zoey, Diana, Spencer, Maia, and Penelope.” The pegasi nickered at the mention of their names. Andy took Vanessa’s hands in his own. They were like the cold, breakable hands of a porcelain doll. “I need you to do something for me, Vanessa. I need you to tell us who killed your family.” 

			She gulped. “They were birds. Big, big birds.”

			Spencer rubbed his temple. “Great.”

			“What is it?” Zoey said. 

			Diana glared at the sky. “If it was the Stymphalian Birds, we need to get out of here, and fast.” But Andy didn’t want to leave. He wanted to protect Vanessa. 

			He cupped her cheeks in his palms. “I know you’re scared. But I’ll make sure no more children lose their parents like you did. I’ll get rid of those birds, and you’ll be safe.” She nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. It filled Andy with a familiar warmth he hadn’t felt since the world ended.

			“Andy,” Spencer said, “I need to speak with you for a moment.” Confused, Andy turned and stood, then made his way to Spencer’s side. 

			Spencer took him by the shoulders and pulled him away from Vanessa. “I don’t think you understand the ramifications of telling a little girl you’re going to kill what could be the Stymphalian Birds for her when we haven’t even trained you yet.” 

			Andy pulled himself from Spencer’s grasp. “I get that we haven’t trained, but Zoey and I killed that Harpy without even knowing what was going on. Plus, aren’t we supposed to save the world? From gods?” 

			Zoey eyed the trees and put a hand on her hip. “I think Spencer might be right, Andy. We haven’t been trained. We have no idea what we’re up against. Not to say we can’t take her with us and keep her safe, I just don’t think we should be hunting monsters yet.” 

			Diana turned to Andy, her bow and arrow ready still. “Did you not hear Vanessa say they killed her family? They aren’t like the Harpy—I had been fighting her off for days, and she was all alone. They’re in a flock, they’re huge, their feathers are crazy sharp and can be used to attack their enemies, they eat people, and their droppings are acidic. Back in the old days, one of the greatest heroes in all of Greece, Heracles, had to kill them because no one else could. And believe me, we’re nothing compared to him. So forgive me if I’m wrong, but you two need to be kept as safe as possible, especially until you’ve had some proper training. Which means no looking for trouble.”

			“How did Heracles defeat the birds?” Andy asked.

			“He scared them out of their nests and shot them with poison-laced arrows,” Spencer said. “But we don’t have any poisonous arrows. And we don’t know where they’re nesting.” 

			Vanessa’s scream of terror pierced the air, while the pegasi flapped their wings and whinnied. Andy looked to the sky. A flock of giant ebony swans flew toward the clearing, visible just beyond the tall trees. Their shiny feathers shifted between black and silver in the sunlight. Their beaks were a dull bronze, their red eyes gleaming with malice. Together they let out a screech, and the trees shook. 

			Spencer’s jaw dropped. “That’s them. The Stymphalian Birds.” 

			A bird the size of a school bus swooped down. It landed on the forest floor and crushed a hut under its talons. Vanessa screamed. In one quick movement the monster snatched her with its beak. 

			Andy didn’t have time to feel the panic rushing through his body, or the racing of his frantic heart. He had to save Vanessa, and he had to do it now, training or no training. He unsheathed his sword and charged for the monster. Before he could reach it, it slammed its wings down, and a gust of powerful wind sent him flying backward. He cried, “Vanessa!” and crashed into the grass. The rest of the group rushed to his side. The bird took flight, spiraling into the sky to join its friends. Andy climbed to his feet and watched in utter shock. 

			Vanessa was gone.

			“C’mon, we have to get out of here,” Diana said. 

			The group bolted toward Maia and Penelope, but the pegasi had already flown into the sky. Four of the birds broke away from the flock and blocked the pegasi’s path, then seized them by their bellies with bronze beaks. Red blood splattered all over their white coats, and they wrestled against the birds, neighing and screaming until their eyes dulled and their bodies went limp.

			“Penny! Maia!” Zoey said. Her eyes filled with tears, and Andy’s stomach fell to his feet. What were they supposed to do now?

			“Run!” Diana yelled, and they swung around and dashed pell-mell for the trees. Three more birds swooped down in front of them. They crushed the rest of the huts under their talons, and when they flapped their wings, more wind sent the group tumbling back. They crashed into the forest floor in a violent swirl of grass and dirt. The birds screeched in unison, shaking the forest, and they scrambled to their feet. They turned to run in the other direction, but two more birds blocked the way. 

			Diana and Spencer readied their weapons. “Zoey, Andy,” Spencer said, “whatever you do, do not get yourselves killed.” The demigods hurtled toward the monsters. Spencer stabbed one in a beady red eye, while Diana sent arrows at another’s head. Zoey waved her axe. One of the smaller birds stomped toward her, and she hacked its throat.

			A few tears trickled down Andy’s cheeks, his head spinning. When he’d found out everyone he loved was dead, he’d been so distraught he’d wanted to stay dead with them. But now he had the chance to see them again. If he could just get to Hades, maybe he could save them.

			That alone was enough to make him want to fight for his life, but on top of that, the birds had eaten Maia, Penelope, and Vanessa. Vanessa, a scared, helpless little girl, a victim of the gods’ cruelty. He’d been determined to protect her, but he’d failed.

			A new sensation overcame him. A burning anger brewed in his gut. Every vein in his body coursed with boiling energy, and the need to tear the Stymphalian Birds to shreds made his fingers twitch.

			He let out a cry, a cry from the pit of his terror and anger, then sprinted into battle. Everything but the birds faded into a blur around him. A scrawny one as tall as a small car screeched in his face, its saliva spraying his cheeks. He mustered all his strength and swung his sword. The blade sliced through its neck, and its head tumbled to the side, blood squirting from the stump. 

			To his right, Spencer said, “Heads up!” and he looked to the sky. A string of green droppings soared toward them. Zoey and Diana somersaulted to the side, and Andy ducked behind his shield. The droppings splattered against it. It seared and sizzled, the straps heating as if someone had lit the other side on fire. He shrieked and ripped it off his arm, then tossed it aside. The center melted into the forest floor like butter in a scalding pan.

			He remembered Diana saying the birds had acidic droppings, and cursed himself for not jumping out of the way. Before he could finish his slew of cuss-words, an especially large and ugly bird with patches of feathers missing swung around and seized him with its bronze beak. He screamed, losing grip of his sword, and the weapon fell to the ground as he slid to the back of the bird’s mouth. It took flight, slamming its beak shut, enveloping him in slimy darkness that reeked worse than a decomposing skunk. 

			His heart raced, his shaking hands searching for something to clasp, only slipping over gooey saliva. “Have you heard of breath mints?” he yelled, falling farther down the bird’s skinny throat. 

			He racked his brain for an idea, anything to get him out of its body. His fingers brushed the cold, smooth knife handle on his belt. He snatched the dagger and sank it into the bird’s neck, anchoring himself. It shrieked. The walls of its esophagus shook. He planted his feet against the other side and twisted his dagger to slice open a way of escape. A sliver of morning sunlight poked through its throat. With as much strength as he could muster, he tore through the last of its muscles and arteries and flesh.

			He screamed, tumbling through the sky. 
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			Chapter Six

			STEPMOTHER
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			Branches slapped Andy’s body, slowing his fall. Pine needles scratched his skin. He hit the ground. His glasses flew off his face, and sharp pains racked his body, the air knocked from his lungs. He gasped for breath. He clawed the ground, grabbed his glasses, and put them back on. 

			“Andy!” Zoey screamed. He looked to the side to see Zoey running toward him, her long brown curls blowing behind her like the cape of a superhero.

			Beside her, a bird chopped the air with its wings and sent a cluster of glittering feathers spiraling toward her head. She threw up her shield. The feathers pierced it. She stumbled to the side and collided with Diana. The bird shrieked and flapped after them, and Diana launched a sphere of light toward it. The sphere blasted the bird’s head, and chunks of bones and brains splattered across the ground, the headless body collapsing in a bloody heap. A few of its friends screeched, then ruffled their feathers and swarmed Zoey and Diana.

			Andy caught his breath and groaned, climbing to his knees. Where was his dagger? His sword? They needed his help. 

			A bird the size of a motorcycle leapt in front of him, shrieking in his face, and he scrambled backward. Pain shot through his bones. He cried out. The bird knocked him down and pressed him into the grass with its talons, clacking its beak at his throat. He clawed the ground with trembling hands and seized a jagged rock. He gritted his teeth and mustered the last of his strength, then pounded the rock into the bird’s skull. It bit his shoulder, but he hit its head again. It screeched and drew back.

			He climbed to his feet, his breaths shallow. His vision was blurred. His head throbbed, his bones ached, his shoulder stung. He didn’t know how he was supposed to go on fighting. It was hard to stand. Hard to keep his eyes open. 

			The bird gathered its composure, its red eyes flashing with hunger. It let out a triumphant squawk and advanced on him. 

			This is it, he thought. This is how I die. 

			He thought of his mother, of his sister, of Mark. He imagined the fear and hopelessness they must have felt in their last moments, and then he thought of his father on the night he died of cancer. I promise you’ll all be just fine. So long as you have each other.

			If he couldn’t fight now, there was no chance of saving them later. He’d never be fine. Not without the people he loved.

			He couldn’t let that happen. 

			He sucked in a deep breath, his body pulsing with new strength. Before the bird could reach him, he dashed around it and leapt onto its back. It screamed, craning its neck to bite him. He slammed the rock against its temple once, twice, three times. Its skull cracked. It choked for breath, something deep in its throat gurgling, and then it collapsed. 

			He scrambled away from the body and climbed to his feet, shocked and thankful he wasn’t the one dead on the ground. 

			More of the flock shrieked from the sky. A chill shot down his back. He didn’t have either of his weapons or his shield. A single rock wouldn’t cut it if he had to fight many more of those things.

			He looked toward the clearing to find Zoey, Diana, and Spencer standing close together. Scrapes and bruises covered Zoey’s body. Blood and guts dripped from Spencer’s weapon and hers. Diana had used the last of her arrows. Andy darted between dead bodies and made his way to their side, rock in hand. 

			Sweat rolled down Diana’s face. She gasped for breath, her cheeks even paler than usual. “If you guys take cover, I can use my sunlight powers to kill the rest of them.”

			Spencer grabbed her shoulder, panic in his dark-brown eyes. “No, don’t. If you use too much of your strength, you could kill yourself.”

			She plucked his hand off her shoulder. “I know.” She tossed her bow aside and lifted her hands to the sky. A look of fear came over her freckled face. “I know I betrayed you, Dad. But please, help me. Please lend me the strength to defeat the Stymphalian Birds. If you don’t, I could die.”	

			Spencer ran for the trees, gesturing for Andy and Zoey to follow. “C’mon!” 

			“What’s happening?” Andy said. “Is Diana going to be okay?” The birds swooped down. Zoey grabbed Andy’s hand. They sprinted for the trees. 

			Behind them, Diana roared like a lion. Andy looked over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of tiny clouds of smoke floating from her parted lips. 

			Andy and Zoey leapt into the trees and dropped onto their stomachs next to Spencer. Diana stood in the clearing. They gazed in awe as her blonde hair became yellow fire, and flames danced from her eyes, mouth, and hands. The birds swarmed her. Their cries shook the forest floor. Their wings sent gusts of wind that blasted Andy’s face. They screeched and clacked their beaks at Diana. Her body lit up with flames, and she exploded with golden light, sending the birds flying in all directions. 

			Andy ducked. A few of the birds grazed his hair and barreled through clusters of trees, sharp branches impaling their bodies. He squinted, trying to find Diana, but she wasn’t there anymore. Instead, where she once stood, a line of fiery golden sunlight shot into the sky like a monstrous volcanic eruption. The light grew so bright and hot he had to close his eyes. 

			When the heat finally died, he opened them. Smoke billowed through the clearing. Where the birds had been blasted into the forest, trees were ripped from their roots, and the remainder of the flock flew away, leaving the casualties behind without a second glance. 

			In the center of the clearing, Diana stood, her chin lifted high, her arms raised. She was—quite literally—on fire. She let out a soft whimper and collapsed, and the flames of her body died. 

			Spencer and Zoey jumped to their feet and raced toward her. “Diana!” Spencer cried. Andy struggled to stand. He limped behind them, his body aching. 

			Spencer knelt next to Diana and brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. But she didn’t wake up, and a sense of dread overcame Andy. Had she killed herself, like Spencer suggested she might?

			For a few moments they sat in unnerving silence, before finally, Diana’s green eyes fluttered open. “My dad really pulled through this time,” she said, coughing between words. “I’m a traitor, and he still gave me the power to save the day.” Spencer hugged her, and Andy sighed in relief.

			Zoey threw her hands into the air. “What was that?”

			Diana trembled, her breaths heavy. She pulled herself to her feet and brushed herself off. “You mean my powers?” Zoey nodded. 

			Spencer rested a hand on Diana’s shoulder. “If you’re a demigod, whatever powers you may have come from your godly parent. The closer you are to what gives you power, the stronger your abilities are. The farther from what gives you power, the weaker your abilities are. Diana is a Daughter of Apollo. He’s the god of a lot of things, including sunlight and healing. And those are the powers she inherited from him. She conjures sunlight, and she heals.”

			“Well, I figured out that much. But she was on fire,” Zoey said, then faced Diana. “Why did you have to ask your dad to help you? Why did Spencer say you might kill yourself? That was terrifying.”

			Diana chuckled weakly and took a deep breath. “Demigods get tired when we use too much of our power, even if we’re close to what gives us strength. We can burn up our bodies and kill ourselves. When I first discovered I had the ability to set myself ablaze and blast things into oblivion, I almost died. But my dad was watching over me. He saved me. So I asked him for help today, even though I didn’t know if he’d be willing to give any, considering our relationship isn’t all sunshine and rainbows lately.” She winked. “We’d have been bird food if I didn’t do something, and better me die than you or Andy.” 

			Spencer cracked a smile. “Just don’t do that again. You had me pretty worried.”

			Diana elbowed his side. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

			Andy furrowed his brow. “What do we do now that the birds got Maia and Penelope?”

			“Damn it all to Tartarus,” Diana said, shooting the sky a glare. “We’ll have to walk everywhere now.”

			“We need to get our things together and summon my stepmother,” Spencer said. “Maybe she can help us figure something out.”

			Diana took a few more minutes to recover, but once she was back to normal, she healed Andy’s and Zoey’s injuries. She gave Andy her shield, insisting he needed it more than she did and scolding him for letting the first one get destroyed. They gathered their weapons, then continued the walk to a place where they could summon Persephone and come up with a solid plan to enter and exit the underworld without the help of their lost pegasi.

			They trudged on late into the day, gathering more berries, twigs, and grass, since during the fight with the Stymphalian Birds most of it had fallen out of Diana’s pack and was destroyed. Soon they reached a small waterfall flowing into a stream at the bottom of a cliff. 

			“This is the perfect place to reach her,” Spencer said, and they crawled to the bottom. 

			Spencer made a pile of twigs and grass and looked to Diana. “Can you start a fire for me?” She nodded and blasted it with a small sphere of light, and it went up in crackling flames. Spencer dropped a handful of berries into the fire. “Persephone, it’s your one and only stepson, Spencer. Please accept my sacrifice and make yourself present to me. I need your guidance.”

			At first nothing happened, the only sound the stream whispering as it ran farther into the forest. Andy swallowed hard, anxious as to what they were supposed to do if Persephone didn’t show up. Would they still be able to go to Hades, or would they abandon the quest altogether? Knowing that traveling to the underworld was the only way he may ever see his family again, he prayed to whatever deity that wasn’t a total psychopath he’d be able to get there. 

			The fire sighed, and its flames retreated. From the curling smoke a girl who couldn’t be older than sixteen took form, wildflowers sprouting from the grass at her feet.

			She was petite, only a few inches taller than Diana, with a soft, curvy figure accentuated by a shimmering yellow dress that reached the ground. Her chestnut-brown hair was piled on her head in a bun made of braids and curls, a few wispy pieces framing her hazel eyes and pink cheeks. 

			When she saw Spencer, she gave him a dazzling white smile and ran into his outstretched arms. “Spencer!” she cried, her voice as youthful as her appearance. 

			Andy couldn’t believe the Queen of the Underworld was just a teenage girl. He thought she’d be tall and cold and calculating. He thought she’d be someone who looked as if they’d smite a person down without hesitation. But Persephone looked sweet and warm. He could imagine her as a girl in his high school, spending her free time with a few close friends in libraries and coffee shops. 

			Spencer pulled out of their hug, his eyes serious. “It’s so good to see you again, stepmother. I only wish it were under better circumstances.” 

			Persephone narrowed her eyes at Diana. “Why are you with the Daughter of Apollo? Zeus wants her captured. What’s the meaning of this?”

			Spencer dropped to his knees and took her hands. “Please, before you get angry, hear me out,” he said. She looked down at him with worried eyes. “You hate the months you have to spend in Hades each year, don’t you?”

			She raised her eyebrows, as if confused. “Well, of course. But you already know that. Why?”

			“What if I told you you’d never have to go back?”

			Her pouty lips drew into a small smile. “I’m listening.”

			Spencer stood, squeezing her hands. “Syrena allowed herself to be executed as an act of sacrifice. That sacrifice resurrected two mortals from the Before Time, the two mortals of the prophecy.”

			Persephone gasped, her eyes widening. “The prophecy?”

			Spencer nodded. “The prophecy. Obviously, as you know, mortals aren’t exactly—equipped to fight gods. Or even demigods, really. But the Fates gave us a plan that would grant them the power to become worthy opponents of the gods. They have to steal the Helm of Darkness, the Trident, and the Lightning Bolt. Only then can they fight the gods, and we plan to help them do it.”

			Persephone’s jaw fell. She pulled away from Spencer and hugged her sides. “You plan to overthrow the Olympians.” Her voice cracked as she said it. “But why?”

			Spencer threw his hands in the air. “Think about all they’ve done to us. Think about the fact that you have to stay married to my father for the rest of eternity.”

			“It is quite dreadful,” Persephone said. “I’ve never loved him, you know.”

			Diana stepped toward the goddess. “If you help us get in and out of Hades, we’ll make sure you never have to go back to the underworld. You could roam the earth as you please. You could fall in love with someone wonderful.” Persephone bit her lip and watched the waterfall for a few minutes. Andy held his breath, sharing a look of concern with Zoey. 

			Persephone turned back to Spencer and Diana. “You’ll need a lot of silver drachmas to ride the ferry across the Acheron, and you’ll need something to transport you out of the underworld once you’ve stolen the Helm. Do you have any idea how you’re going to steal it without getting killed?”

			“We had a few ideas,” Diana said. “But Spencer hoped you could help us with that.”

			Persephone frowned. “Perhaps, if I paid my husband a visit and provided a distraction of some sort, you could sneak into the castle and steal it when he’s not paying attention.”

			Diana snapped her fingers. “That’s perfect.”

			Persephone brushed the wispy curls behind her ears. “Yes, yes. I think it could work, provided the timing is right.” She bit her lip. “We must hurry. How are you going to travel there? Do you have any pegasi?”

			Spencer hung his head. “No. We had two from Olympus, but we were attacked by the Stymphalian Birds. They were killed.” 

			“Syrena and I stole some, too. We rode them all the way out here,” Diana added. “But one of the Harpies that came after us managed to set them free after the other kidnapped Syrena. They could be anywhere now, even eaten by monsters.”

			Persephone rested a hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “Not to worry. There’s a village I’ve passed over a few times on my way to Hades, and they have pegasi. Deltama Village. You could reach it on foot within the next five or six days. Perhaps they’ll be willing to lend you a few if you explain why you need them. If you must, I’m sure you could steal some. From there it would take only a day to reach the underworld.”

			“How do we get to Deltama Village?” Spencer asked. 

			“Follow the setting sun until you see the tall log gates,” Persephone said, her form twitching like a glitch in a computer screen. “I must go. My power is dwindling.” She wiggled her fingers, and with a flash of yellow light, two black sacks manifested in her palms. One was fat and jingled like a sack of quarters, while the other looked small and shriveled. She handed them to Spencer and kissed his cheek. “Use the drachmas to get across the Acheron. Eat the pomegranate seeds to escape the underworld once you’ve completed your mission. After the night is over, you have nine days, my child.”

			Her form twitched again, and she disintegrated, leaving behind only the smell of smoke. 
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			Chapter Seven

			VISIONS
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			After Persephone disappeared, Diana declared Zoey and Andy would begin their training. 

			They speed-walked through the trees, looking for a clearing of sorts, and Zoey’s heart hammered with anticipation. Fighting the Stymphalian Birds without knowing what to do had been terrifying, and she’d received her fair share of injuries. If it weren’t for Diana and Spencer’s efforts to protect them, she was sure they would have died in the attack. But she hoped learning how to fight would, with time, help them become a force to be reckoned with.

			Just as the sun began to set, they found a wide field of hills and wildflowers.  

			“This will do,” Spencer said. 

			Zoey pulled her axe from her belt and took the leather cover off. “What are we going to learn first?” She swung it through the air, a satisfying swoosh bringing a grin to her lips. “Are you gonna show us any special techniques, or should we just start sparring?”

			Spencer shared a knowing look with Diana, then patted Zoey on the shoulder. Her cheeks grew hot. “Slow down,” he said, and pulled away from her. “Just take a seat.” 

			Andy plopped onto his butt and sighed. “Oh, thank God.”

			Zoey hesitated, then returned her axe to the belt and sat next to Andy. “I thought we were going to start our training.”

			Diana put her hands on her hips. “You are.”

			Spencer crossed his arms. “We don’t have a lot of time to train you guys using conventional methods. There’s no way you’ll be ready to go into the underworld in only nine days, not to mention there’s still a chance you’ll have to fight one of the three most powerful gods to ever exist, even if you steal his object of power.”

			“I was finally feeling hopeful,” Andy said. “Way to burst my bubble.”

			“Which is why,” Spencer continued, “we’re going to train you in the most efficient way possible.” He paused, his expression growing dark. “I’m going to give you visions of the times I’ve been in combat.”

			Zoey tugged on her tangled curls. “Okay. But how do we learn anything from that? We’ll just be watching you fight. We won’t be doing anything.”

			“That’s not true,” Spencer said. “When I conjure visions of events that I wasn’t involved in, the person seeing the vision watches it play out as an outsider. But when I conjure visions of events that I was part of, the person seeing the vision experiences everything I knew and felt in those moments, and the knowledge you receive will remain.”

			Andy adjusted his glasses and smiled. “Badass, badass.”

			Zoey furrowed her brow. “So we’re basically going to be completely immersed as you in your memories.” Spencer nodded. “Will we automatically know what we’re doing in a fight because of it? Like, will we adopt your habits and skills?”

			“Only during the vision,” Spencer said. “Once you’re out, you’ll still have access to the knowledge, but you’ll have to tap into it yourself. We’ll spar after every vision I give you, and we’ll see how you improve over these nine days.”

			Zoey squared her shoulders. “I’m ready.”

			“Me too,” Andy said. 

			Spencer sat before them and pressed his thumbs against their foreheads. “Here we go.” In an instant, an ocean of fog consumed Zoey.

			As quickly as it came, it cleared, and she somersaulted through a black abyss. The sound of heavy rain echoed in the darkness. She felt as though her body were being compressed into a tiny vent, and upward she flew. 

			Suddenly she was sprinting in the middle of a forest not too different from the one she’d been in all day. The sky was gray. Rain poured down, soaking her from head to toe, and she shivered from the cold. Thunder rumbled. 

			Running beside her was a beautiful girl much shorter than her. She had deep-olive skin, long brown curls, and sharp hazel eyes. The girl was Syrena, Daughter of Poseidon. And she had more love in her heart for the girl than she’d ever had for anyone else. They’d been dating for years. She’d do anything for the girl, anything. Including die for her. 

			A young man was on Zoey’s other side. He was shorter than her too, with gold eyes and a lightning scar on his face and neck. Karter, Son of Zeus. They’d been best friends ever since she’d been brought to Olympus. He’d been happier back then, more carefree, and he hadn’t looked so scary. He was the brother she’d never had. She’d do anything for him, too. 

			They’d been in the rain for hours, looking for a group of seven men and women who’d escaped Ares City with the intention of starting their own settlement far into the country. It had angered and embarrassed Ares, the God of War, and Zeus had decided it was time he sent his best team of demigod warriors to slaughter the men and women, every last one of them, for their betrayal of the gods.

			A man’s battle cry sounded from above. Zoey looked up just in time to see five of the men and women sitting high in the trees. The traitors readied their bows and shot an army of arrows straight for them. 

			She ducked and raised her shield, blocking the attack. Syrena drew a whip of water from a pouch at her side and slapped the arrows away, while Karter flew into the air and darted between the projectiles as they whizzed down. 

			More battle cries came from behind. She looked over her shoulder to see two men running toward her, weapons in hand. She screamed in fury and sprinted for them. How dare they betray the gods! 

			The first thrust his sword at her, but she blocked it with the shaft of her spear and plunged her weapon through his chest. The second sent a knife spiraling toward her head, and she threw up her shield. The blade bounced off it. She ripped her spear from the first man’s bloody chest, and he fell on his face. 

			The second man lunged for her. She shoved the tip of her spear through his throat. He coughed and choked, blood spurting from his wound, before his eyes went blank. She pulled her weapon back to her side. 

			She paused. She’d been training to kill people since she’d arrived on Olympus, but she’d never actually taken a life until now. She thought she’d feel powerful, strong, proud. But something about the blood pooling around the men’s dead bodies, something about the dullness in their eyes, made her stomach churn. 

			She shook her head, willing her feelings to go away. She had orders. Orders to make sure they were all dead. If she didn’t follow through with those orders, her punishment would be death. Or worse.

			Before she could race back to Syrena’s and Karter’s sides, before she could help them more, fog appeared in the corners of her vision and consumed her again. 

			The fog cleared, and Spencer pulled away from them, beads of sweat running down his face. Zoey gasped for breath and dug her nails into the grass beneath her. Where was Syrena? Karter? She had to help them . . . She had to . . . 

			Wait, no. It was just a vision. Spencer’s memory. 

			She closed her eyes. She’d already figured that Karter had been one of Spencer’s best friends, based on the confrontation they’d had when they’d found her and Andy. But she’d had no idea Syrena had been his long time girlfriend. The dead girl everyone kept talking about, the one who’d sacrificed herself to bring Zoey and Andy back to life . . .

			Why Spencer had betrayed Karter to help her and Andy succeed in their quest suddenly made so much more sense. 

			She shivered. She had to focus on the task at hand, not try to dissect Spencer’s motives for helping them. A little girl had lost her life today. Penelope and Maia had lost their lives too. She had to learn how to fight so that no one else would die. So that she could steal the objects of power. So that she could become a worthy opponent of the gods. 

			She shared an uneasy look with Andy. “That was intense,” Andy whispered. 

			Diana stood behind Spencer, her hands on her hips. “Did you learn anything?”

			“I’m not sure,” Andy said. 

			Zoey gulped. “I think I did.”

			Spencer climbed to his feet, and Diana gestured for her to stand. “Then get up. It’s time to spar.”

			Zoey followed Diana and Spencer to the middle of the field, her axe in her right hand, her shield strapped to her left. They fought, Diana throwing spheres of light at her, instructing her to block them with her shield, while at the same time Zoey clashed her axe against Spencer’s spear. She tried to connect with the vision Spencer had given them, to unlock the knowledge he’d already possessed in battle, but in less than a minute they knocked her axe to the side and her on her butt, her hair plastered against her forehead with sweat. 

			Spencer offered her a hand. Her heart skipped a beat, and she took it. He helped her to her feet. “I guess I didn’t learn as much as I thought,” she said with a sigh. 

			Spencer shook his head. “That was pretty good, considering you’re a beginner, and you’re fighting against highly trained demigods with powers. We’ll keep working on it.”

			She pulled her hand from his, fiddled with a strand of hair, and looked down at her shoes. They were disgustingly filthy, covered in dried blood and dirt. “Um— Uh— Thanks.”

			Diana gestured at Andy to join them. “All right, Andy, I don’t care if you didn’t learn anything. It’s your turn.” Andy stood and made his way toward the demigods, sword and shield in hand, while Zoey took his spot on the sidelines. 

			They sparred against Andy, much like they had with Zoey. In less than a minute his sword was knocked aside and he was on the ground. 

			Spencer offered him a hand. “We’ll keep working on it.” Andy allowed Spencer to help him to his feet.

			The sun had nearly finished setting. “It’s been a long, perilous day of adventuring,” Diana said. “Let’s cut training short tonight, have dinner, and go to bed. When the sun rises in the morning, we’ll start our walk to Deltama Village, and we’ll train every day before dinner.” 

			They all agreed to her proposal, and soon she was cooking them another rabbit over a smoking campfire in the trees. Spencer prepared roots and berries to eat. By the time the group finished their feast, clusters of radiant stars shone in the dark sky. A raven called in the distance. 

			Spencer fixed his gaze on the crackling fire. “You two defended yourselves well today against the Stymphalian Birds, considering you had no idea what you were doing. I’m impressed.” 

			Zoey flashed him a smile, but Andy frowned and hung his head. “I just wish we could have saved Vanessa,” he said.  

			Spencer slumped his shoulders. “Sometimes we can’t save everyone. But we have to go on. We can’t let them die in vain.” Andy gave a slow nod.

			Diana’s eyes filled with tears. She bit her lip, then buried her face in her hands and fell into a fit of sobs.

			“What’s wrong?” Spencer asked. 

			Diana sniffled. “What you said—‘we can’t let them die in vain’—well, I mean, it just made me think of Syrena.” 

			Spencer narrowed his eyes in an icy glare. “Shut up.” 

			“I haven’t talked about her at all,” Diana said, wiping her cheeks with her dress. “I’m practically acting like she didn’t exist. I have to talk about her, at least a little bit. I have to grieve.” 

			Spencer shook his head and stood. “Then I can’t be here right now. I just . . .” His voice wavered. He spun around and stomped farther into the trees. Zoey exchanged a worried glance with Andy. 

			“Don’t worry, he’ll come back,” Diana said. “He just needs some time. He probably can’t believe she’s dead. I know I can’t.”

			Andy scooted next to Diana and patted her back. “I know we kind of just met, but if you want to talk about it, I’m here to listen.”

			Zoey glanced at the trees where Spencer had stomped off. Why is he being such a jerk to Diana? Her heart skipped, her stomach twisting with nausea. She’d felt exactly how he’d felt about Syrena that day during the vision. She already knew the answer.

			She turned to Diana. “Me too.”

			Diana’s lip quivered. “Syrena was one of my best friends. She was Spencer’s girlfriend. She was amazing and selfless, always thinking about people who needed her help, always there for anyone who needed a friend. I loved her. I loved her so much, and she’s gone.” She stared into the fire, her expression blank, more tears trickling down her cheeks. “I just don’t know what we’re going to do without her.”

			Zoey and Andy nodded, and for a few minutes they didn’t say anything. Zoey was about to break the silence and ask Diana more about the times she’d spent with Syrena, before Andy opened his mouth to speak. “Wait a second,” he said, cocking his head. “If Spencer is the Son of Hades, and Syrena was the Daughter of Poseidon, wouldn’t that make Spencer and Syrena cousins?” Diana wiped her tears and raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t that make all of you related? Is it not weird that two cousins were dating?” Zoey grimaced. She hadn’t thought about it that way.

			Diana’s confused gaze drifted between them before she exploded with laughter. “Oh my gods— Regular mortals are so— No, it’s not weird at all. The gods aren’t human. They aren’t made of the same flesh humans are. They marry their own siblings all the time. But it’s not like a human marrying their brother or sister. As long as demigods don’t share the same god or human parent, it’s not weird at all to date.”

			Zoey gave a nervous laugh. “That might take a while to get used to.”

			“No kidding,” Andy said. 

			They talked for a long time about nothing in particular, and by the end of their conversation, Diana seemed to be feeling much better. Although her eyes were still sad, she was making an effort to smile and laugh. She stayed awake to watch for monsters, and Andy rested his head against a patch of grass and fell asleep. 

			Zoey told Diana she needed to go to the bathroom, which was a lie, and made her way through the trees in the direction Spencer had left. The truth was, she wanted to look for him. He’d been a jerk, but she was sick with worry for him for a reason she hadn’t yet come to understand. 

			Pine needles pricked her arms. She chopped branches with her axe, the moon and stars barely lighting her surroundings as the dying campfire grew farther and farther away. 

			For a while she walked in silence, before finally a twig snapped ahead. “Spencer?” she called, scanning the forest for any sign of him. 

			“Zoey? Is that you?” a voice that must have belonged to him called back. 

			“Yeah, it’s me. Where are you?”

			“Keep walking.”

			Zoey pressed on, hacking branches with her axe. Soon she reached a cluster of boulders covered in dense moss, trees hanging over them. Spencer sat atop the tallest, his chiseled features illuminated under the moonlight. He offered her a smile, though his eyes were sad, and gestured for her to join him. “Sorry for stomping off earlier. I just needed some time alone. To think.”

			Zoey made her way to the boulder and pulled herself up to sit next to him. “I understand. I’m sorry for coming after you, but it seemed like you’d been gone forever. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“I’ll be fine,” Spencer said, though the look on his face told Zoey he might not be. “At least I’m not going through what you and Andy are. I grew up in this world. You guys didn’t. A lot was dropped on you in the last few days, and I’m sorry about that. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

			Zoey tugged one of her tangled curls. “Honestly, I think Andy took it way worse than I did. I’m not sure he’d even still be coming with us if it weren’t for the Fates telling him he might get his family back. But me . . . I mean, I feel guilty for this, but I watched my mom die. At least, I watched her as she was dying. And I’m not as upset as I think I should be.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I hated that city. I hated almost everyone who lived there. None of them cared to ask what you were going through, or why you did the things you did. They just tormented you. I won’t miss any of them. But at the same time, being relieved everyone is gone doesn’t feel that great.”

			Spencer raised his eyebrows and leaned so close to her their shoulders touched. Warm tingles rushed through her body. “That place sounds terrible. But I understand how you feel . . . I don’t think I’ll miss anyone on Olympus. At least not anyone who’s alive.”

			Zoey wiped her eyes. “Can I ask you something?” He nodded. “My dad—he—he abandoned me. And as much as I always try to forget him, I can’t. I know I’ll never get the closure I need, but I thought maybe, if I saw how he died, I’d get a glimpse into his life and . . .”

			Spencer’s eyes widened. “You want me to use my powers to show you how your father died?”

			“Could you?” Zoey said.

			Spencer looked away. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

			Zoey hugged her knees. “That’s okay. It would probably hurt me more than anything. I don’t even know why I asked.”

			“Because you still love him,” Spencer said. “He abandoned you, but you still love him. And my visions would be your only chance to see him one last time, even if it meant you had to watch him die.”

			Zoey’s jaw dropped. “How . . . What . . .”

			“That’s how I am about my dad, too.” He forced another smile, his eyes sad, as if recalling a joyful memory that now brought pain. 

			“Your dad abandoned you?” Zoey said. “But I thought you grew up in Hades.”

			“I did, for a while. But, like the Fates said, demigods can’t live outside Olympus forever. At age ten Zeus recruits us, and we have to live in his palace with him.” 

			“And you didn’t want to?”

			Spencer shook his head. “My father can only leave Hades twice a year, on the winter and summer solstices. Those were the only times I’d get to see him, and for just a few minutes, if I lived on Olympus. I loved him more than anything. He and Persephone were my whole world, especially because my mother died right after I was born. I couldn’t bear the thought of being away from them. But he let Zeus take me away. He thought he had to because of the prophecy.”

			“That’s awful.” 

			“Yeah. Syrena went through just about the same thing. Her dad lives in his undersea palace, and unless Zeus summons him for an Olympian meeting or it’s the winter or summer solstice, he can’t leave. That’s part of the reason we became so close, I think. We knew exactly how the other felt.” 

			Zoey’s heart sank. “I’m sorry you lost someone so important to you.” 

			Spencer’s eyes grew watery, and he let out a cold laugh. “Yeah, well. That’s love for you. It’ll mess you up like crazy.”

			Zoey nodded. She’d been in love once, or at least what she thought was love at the time. With Jet Weaver. She’d trusted and cared for him enough to not only sleep with him, but also confide in him about her deepest, darkest secret—what she’d resorted to doing at age fourteen to pay her mother’s apartment rent so they wouldn’t be kicked into the streets—and he’d told everyone in school. She’d been tormented by her classmates ever since.

			She hung her head, not wanting to think about his betrayal and the guilt she still harbored for what she’d done to make some quick money. “I know what you mean. Sometimes it’s better to be alone.”

			Spencer shrugged. “I thought I’d be with Syrena forever. Now I don’t know what the future holds for me.”

			Zoey wasn’t sure how to reply, and they fell into awkward silence. A few minutes passed, and she sighed. “Do you think that even with Persephone’s help, we’ll have to face your father?”

			Spencer cleared his throat and pulled himself to his feet. “If we make it to Hades on time and everything works out, we won’t have to worry about facing him, I promise you. Persephone will make sure of it.” He jumped off the boulder. “We’d better head back. I’m exhausted, and you need some serious rest after everything that’s happened today. We have a lot of ground to cover tomorrow.”

			She climbed to her feet, ready to follow Spencer back to camp. The trees behind rustled, and she swung around, catching a glimpse of a young man in flight, his glowing gold eyes illuminating the scar on his face. 

			Spencer clenched his jaw. “Karter, what are you doing here?”

			“I’ve come to save you from yourself, my friend,” Karter said, landing before them. 

			“Quit following us,” Zoey said, brandishing her axe and trying to mask her fear.

			Karter turned to her, his eyes flashing under the light of the moon. His stare struck terror through her body. “You again.” 

			“Leave her alone,” Spencer said, and pulled his dagger from his robes. Karter took a step back, his eyes fixed on the knife.

			Spencer lunged for Karter. He tackled him to the ground and brought the blade of the dagger over his throat. Karter shoved Spencer away and jumped up. He conjured a gold lightning bolt, but Spencer hopped to his feet and punched Karter in the cheek. Karter stumbled to the side. Spencer kicked him in the stomach, then sent a fist flying into his temple. 

			Karter gasped for breath, stumbling to the forest floor. Spencer twirled the knife in his fingers, then plunged it into Karter’s side. With a gut-wrenching slice, Spencer pulled it out. Karter coughed up blood. It painted the grass at his sandaled feet scarlet. 

			“We have to get back to camp,” Zoey said, jumping to the ground, her heart in her throat. “We have to get out of here.”

			Spencer swung around, a crazed look in his dark eyes. For a moment Zoey thought he might stab her next. His nostrils flared. He shot Karter a glare. Karter clutched his side, blood pooling around him. “Spencer, please,” he choked. “Don’t do this.”

			“Let’s go,” Spencer replied, shaking his head. Zoey took his hand, and they ran from the scene.
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			Chapter Eight

			SCAR
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			Screaming. It surrounded Karter, deafening and spine tingling. 

			But this time it wasn’t Syrena.

			It was Spencer. 

			Karter bolted through darkness, unable to see a thing, an electric shock buzzing behind his ribs. He clawed his side and grabbed the hilt of a knife, then tore it from his body. The wound throbbed with hot pain. Sticky blood coated his clothes.

			“Karter!” Spencer screamed. “Help me!” 

			Karter saw him not too far ahead, a ray of white light shining down on him. He struggled against the same chains as Syrena, iron chains bolted to the ground, shackled around his wrists and ankles. “Please, my friend, save me.” 

			Karter ran to him, determined to break the chains apart this time, to save him. But before Karter even reached his side, Spencer let out a scream so terrible it sent shudders through Karter’s body. The blade of a sword had been thrust through Spencer’s chest from behind. An invisible force ripped it back out.

			Tears filled Karter’s eyes, and he grabbed the chains. He tried to pry them apart, Spencer’s blood spilling over his hands. But they wouldn’t break. He wasn’t strong enough. “No!” Karter cried. “No no no no!” Spencer slipped to the ground, his eyes glazing over. Karter sobbed and cradled Spencer’s head in his lap. 

			As Karter cried, he looked up at the darkness, more hopeless than ever. “Please, if there’s someone out there listening, someone who cares, I’m begging you to help me.”

			A strangely familiar woman’s voice said, “There, there. You’ll be just fine, Son of Zeus.” A million sparkling stars appeared in an instant, dancing around Karter and engulfing him with blissful warmth.

			Karter gasped, and his eyes fluttered open. 

			Wait, what had happened— 

			He’d been going west, like the voice told him. He’d been trying to find Spencer. He’d found him— Spencer stabbed him—

			But what happened after that?

			He sat up, surprised to find himself in a tiny cave. Moonlight poked through the entrance, the tranquil whisper of a stream outside. He blinked a few times, trying to clear his vision, and caught a glimpse of red hair and a glittering dress. He squinted, focusing, then realized it was Asteria, the Titan goddess, staring back at him with her head cocked to one side like a curious puppy. 

			He shot into the air and knocked his head on the ceiling. “Ow! What— You— Titan!”

			Asteria crossed her arms. “That’s the kind of thank-you I get for saving your life?” 

			He paused and fell to the floor of the cave, then pressed his fingers where he’d been stabbed. There was nothing. No pain. He peered down his robes to find his skin undamaged.

			Asteria really had saved his life, but how? She wasn’t a goddess of medicine or healing. He cleared his throat. Despite what the gods said, if she was willing to save his life, perhaps she was someone he could trust. “Thank you for—for saving my life.” 

			Her eyes softened, her lips curling into a gentle smile. “You’re welcome, Son of Zeus.”

			“But I’m confused. How did you do it? Healing isn’t in the realm of your power.”

			“You’re right. But one god of healing in particular has owed me a favor for thousands of years, and although you’re trying to capture his daughter, he agreed to heal you when I asked.”

			Karter raised an eyebrow. “Apollo? Well, of course he agreed. Diana is a traitor and should be brought to justice.”

			Asteria chuckled. “Not every god is so black and white.”

			“Why did Apollo owe you a favor?”

			“Oh, it was a long time ago. Your father pursued me after the Titan War, and I leapt into the sea and turned myself into the island of Delos. Later he and my sister, Leto, formed a—relationship behind lovely Hera’s back, and you know how she is. Always so jealous of her husband’s conquests. Soon Leto became pregnant with Apollo and Artemis. Of course Hera found out and, being a goddess of many things, including childbirth, made it so Leto could not give birth on any mainland, any island of the sea, or any place under the sun. But because I was not a natural island, my sister was able to give birth on me, and after Apollo was born, he thanked me and asked if I wished for a favor in return. I told him that if something should arise, I would summon him.”

			Karter brushed the shaggy locks from his eyes. “Why did you use the favor on me? It doesn’t make any sense.”

			Asteria took his hand. Her skin was soft, warm. “I am a goddess of prophetic dreams, Son of Zeus. And I have seen the greatness you are destined to achieve.”

			Karter knit his brow. “But I’ve already achieved greatness. I’m a warrior of the gods, one of the strongest demigods of my generation. What more can I do, other than achieve immortality like my brother Heracles?”

			Asteria smiled. “You must continue following the Son of Hades to find out.”

			Karter pulled away. “How can I? He just tried to kill me. As much as I want to get him back, there’s no changing him now.”

			She shook her head. “You’re wrong. You must continue to try.” He turned away and brushed his scar, looking outside at the blinking stars. “You’re scared,” she said. “You’re scared Zeus might punish you again.”

			Karter stood and glared down at her. “I’ve already risked everything for Spencer. If my father finds out what’s happened—”

			“He won’t. Not yet. Not while you still have a chance to save your friend.”

			Karter paused and ran his hands through his hair. If a goddess of prophecy really thought there was a way to save Spencer, if she really thought this was the way to achieve his destined greatness, shouldn’t he listen to her? She’d used her favor from Apollo to save his life. Shouldn’t he trust her? 

			He sighed, his scar throbbing with the memory of old pain. “All right. I’ll go after him.”

			“You must go west.”

			Six years ago . . .

			Fall, Year 494 AS

			The halls of the Olympian palace were lined with marble statues of gods, and the golden tiled floor shimmered from the blinding sunlight pouring in through wide, arched windows. Someone, probably Apollo, played a soft tune on a lyre a few halls down, and Karter hummed along as he made his way to Spencer’s bedroom. 

			He reached the door, a barrier with skulls and bones carved into the wood. He knocked and waited. 

			No answer. 

			He tugged the handle, and the door opened. 

			The tall, dark, windowless walls swallowed Karter as he walked inside, the tile floor cold on his bare feet. Spencer’s bed, the only piece of furniture, was pushed up against the far wall, a solid black canopy curtained around it. 

			The familiar voice of a girl whispered something incomprehensible from behind the canopy, and Karter crossed his arms, smirking. Syrena must be visiting Spencer. Again. 

			“Did you guys ignore the knock on the door, or were you too involved with each other to hear it?” Karter said, laughing. 

			The whispering stopped, and the canopy was pulled away. Spencer and Syrena emerged from the shadows. Their robes were wrinkled, their cheeks flushed. “We weren’t doing anything weird, if that’s what you mean,” Spencer said. 

			Syrena elbowed his arm. “We were just discussing something important.”

			Karter raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? And what’s that?”

			“We want to visit our fathers,” Syrena said. 

			Karter’s jaw dropped. “Wait, what? But—you can’t leave Olympus. Not without a mission assigned to you by my father. Did he say you could go?”

			“No,” Spencer said. “We planned to just—you know, sneak out.”

			Karter rushed toward them, panic brewing in his chest. Spencer was only fourteen, Syrena thirteen. They were so young, and obviously not thinking clearly. Karter was sixteen, the big brother of the group. Perhaps he could talk some sense into them. “You can’t do that. If my father finds out— I mean, he’s killed demigods for lesser offenses.”

			Syrena put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “Maybe so. But the worst he’d do to us is give us a few lashings. We are some of his most powerful demigods, after all.”

			Karter grabbed their shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. He’s in charge. He’s not just a god—he’s king of the gods. Ruler of the planet. You can’t go. You can’t break his rules. Just try to see your fathers at the winter solstice party coming up.”

			They pulled away from his grasp. “Easy for you to say,” Spencer said. “You get to see Zeus more than once or twice a year. You live in his palace. You don’t go through what we do every day.”

			Karter bit his lip. “I’ll never see my mother again.”

			Syrena scoffed. “At least you knew your mother. Both of ours died before we were even old enough to meet them.”

			Karter balled his fists, his chest tight with buried fury. He wanted to scream at them for downplaying the very real pain he went through regarding his mother, but knew if he lost his cool it would push them even more to sneak out. He jabbed a finger at their noses. “You two better not sneak away. This is my only warning. If you try, my father will figure it out. And I don’t know what terrible things he’ll do to you.” With that, Karter stormed out of the bedroom, praying his words would change their minds. 

			A few days passed, and to Karter’s relief, he’d heard nothing from Spencer and Syrena about sneaking away from Olympus to see their fathers. 

			It was nighttime, and Karter planned to meet his girlfriend, Violet, Daughter of Aphrodite, for a romantic walk in the Garden of Olympus—the place they always held their dates.

			He stood before a body-length mirror hanging from one of the walls of his bedroom, staring at his handsome reflection. At his light-brown eyes, at his perfect complexion. He ruffled his hair, then left to meet Violet. 

			He reached the garden, half the size of the Olympian palace. Along the outer edge and scattered throughout, cypress trees stood a hundred feet tall. Bushes with wide varieties of flowers were planted there, which created a rainbow of color, a multitude of shapes to draw one’s hungry eyes, and a dizzying mix of delicious, potent fragrances. Water danced through marble fountains into ponds, where arrays of exotic fish splashed. 

			As Karter began his walk along the shiny paths to meet her, trumpets blared in alarm from the palace. His stomach sank, dread overcoming him. He leapt into the air and flew back as fast as he could. 

			When he reached the palace, he spotted Athena walking hastily down the halls. She was tall and beautiful, her silver curls piled atop her head in an elegant bun, her dress billowing behind her. 

			“Athena, what’s going on?” he said.

			She swung around to look at him, her expression full of worry. “The Olympians have been summoned to the throne room. Some demigods tried to escape.”

			Karter shook his head in disbelief and flew ahead of her. She cried for him to stop. 

			He reached the huge, empty throne room. Its curved white walls were lined with sleek thrones and marble pillars with swirls winding all the way up. The shooting stars and constellations from the pitch-black ceiling gleamed down at him, fluffy clouds floating aimlessly in the dark outside the arched windows.  

			Footsteps sounded from behind, and he hid behind the nearest throne, watching the entrance as a few of the Olympian gods shuffled inside. They dragged Spencer and Syrena by iron chains shackled around their wrists and ankles. Karter’s jaw dropped, his heart racing with panic. 

			The gods took their seats, and Karter peered around the other side of the throne to watch the scene. 

			Once everyone was situated, a cruel laugh rang through the air. Hera’s laugh. She gave Spencer and Syrena a sinister smile, swinging her thick braid over her shoulders. She tapped her polished fingernails on the armrest of her throne. “We should kill them immediately.” 

			Apollo, with his curly strawberry-blond hair and tanned skin, all swathed in radiant light, frowned at her. “What’s wrong with you, Hera? They’re some of our most powerful demigods, and this is their first offense. Why would we kill them?”

			Hera pointed one long, slim finger at Apollo. “They need to be punished with the utmost severity for their crimes. We cannot allow them to get away with treason.”

			Apollo laughed. “I’m sure you wouldn’t feel that way if they were born inside wedlock.”

			Artemis threw her hands in the air, her long curls a frizzy mess. “For once, I agree with Hera. We must set an example for the other demigods. They cannot come and go as they please.”

			“I’m surprised at you, sister,” Apollo said.

			Aphrodite fluffed her hair and batted her eyes. “Will no one ask why they tried to escape? Perhaps they have good reason for what they’ve done.” 

			Ares chortled, his red face growing even brighter than usual. “I love you dearly, Aphrodite, but I do believe you’re missing the point Hera and Artemis have made.” 

			Before Aphrodite could snap back, there was a clap of thunder, and the clouds outside turned dark. The gods quieted, all of them looking to Karter’s father. Karter trembled. 

			His father stroked his beard, fixing his eyes on Spencer and Syrena. “They are too valuable to kill, and so we will not.” Karter let out a quiet sigh of relief. “But they will be punished severely.” Karter’s heart leapt into his throat. Punished severely? No matter how stupid a decision they’d made, the thought of his two best friends being tortured was enough to make his stomach sick. 

			“And how do you propose we punish them, husband?” Hera said. 

			“With lightning,” his father said. 

			Karter bolted out from behind the throne and fell at his father’s feet. “No!” he cried. “Please, don’t hurt them!” The Olympians let out a collective gasp, then burst into gossipy whispers. Athena stared down at Karter with a furrowed brow.

			Karter’s father narrowed his eyes. “What is the meaning of this? Only the Olympian gods are permitted to be here.”

			Hera glared down at Karter. “Do not argue with Zeus’s ruling. He has shown mercy to your friends. If I had it my way, they would already be dead.”

			“If you had it your way, everyone would be dead,” Apollo said.

			Karter bowed. “Don’t hurt them. They won’t try to escape again. I’ll make sure of it.”

			Miniature lightning bolts hissed around his father’s head. “So, my son, you take responsibility for their crimes?”

			“Yes, Father. Yes,” Karter said. 

			“Then stand.” Karter did as he was told. “Because you accept their crimes as your own, you will take their punishment.” His stomach dropped. “For your blatant disrespect for my ruling, and for disregarding orders, your punishment will be increased tenfold.”

			Hera cackled. “Will he die, then?”

			“No,” his father said. “He’s an important pawn of the game. My game. We cannot kill him. But he will learn respect today.”

			Karter’s eyes filled with tears. He fell to his knees. “Father, I know respect.”

			Syrena began to sob. Spencer grew pale. “Don’t do this. Syrena and I—we’re the ones who deserve the punishment. Not Karter.” 

			Karter’s father rose. He conjured a gold lightning bolt. “It’s too late now. My son has decided the outcome.” He raised the bolt, and Karter closed his eyes. 

			Pain hotter than the flames of Tartarus seared his face.
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			Chapter Nine

			STONE
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			Now . . .

			Andy woke with a start to Zoey shaking him, the sky still dark. “Wake up, Andy! Wake up! We have to go!”

			He sat up groggily and grabbed his sword. “Is there a monster? What’s going on?”

			“We were attacked by that scar-faced guy, Karter. Spencer . . . took care of him, but we need to go. In case he manages to follow us.” 

			Andy scrambled to his feet. The group gathered their things, put out what was left of the campfire, and raced into the trees. 

			They ran until they couldn’t anymore, then slowed to a fast walk. The sun rose, but they pressed on, fleeing until late afternoon. By that time, they agreed they needed to eat something and stopped for lunch. Once they ate, they decided it was better to walk for the rest of the day rather than sleep. Andy’s whole body was sore and he was beyond exhausted, just like everyone else, but a little pain and sleepiness was better than being attacked by an angry, scar-faced demigod. 

			Andy fell a bit behind the group, trying to keep his eyes open, his head bobbing up and down. He crossed his arms, glaring tiredly at Zoey and Spencer as they walked side by side. They talked as though they’d been friends forever, which was strange, because they’d only known each other for a little over two days. It wasn’t much longer than Andy had known Zoey, but still. The sight of them made him want to gag.

			Diana looked over her shoulder at Andy, dark, puffy bags under her bloodshot eyes. She smirked. “You don’t look very happy.” She jerked her head in Zoey and Spencer’s direction.  

			Andy’s cheeks grew hot. “Shut up.” 

			Even after all the crying Diana had done the night before, and even though she hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours, a mischievous smile formed on her lips. He raised an eyebrow at her. She gave him a wink, then hopped ahead and wiggled between Zoey and Spencer. She laced her arm with Spencer’s and pulled him along. 

			Zoey’s face fell as if someone had stolen the last slice of pizza she wanted. Andy caught up to her. He nudged her shoulder with his own. “Hey, uh, you.” 

			She looked over and gave him a halfhearted smile. “Hey.” 

			Andy’s palms began to sweat. He nibbled on the tip of his thumb. “Uh . . . How are, uh, you?”  

			“Tired. Achy. But I think we all are. It’s been one hell of an adventure so far. How’re you?”

			Andy shoved his hands into his sweatshirt pocket and looked up at the trees. “Well, I mean, considering all that’s happened, and the fact you’re here with me . . . I mean, what I’m trying to say is . . .” But he wasn’t sure what he was trying to say. He just wanted a reason to talk to her. To occupy her attention. 

			She didn’t try to keep the conversation going. Instead, she looked ahead, and they walked alongside each other in disappointing silence. 

			For the rest of the afternoon, they didn’t see any monsters. They did, however, see tons of woodland creatures, most notably a pack of wolves with silver fur. The sight had startled Andy, but even more shocking was the fact that the wolves seemed to be intimidated by the group, as if they knew who they were and not to mess with them. They put their tails between their legs, ears down, and ran off before Andy could even draw his sword. 

			When the sun began to set that evening, it was time to train again. There wasn’t a clearing nearby, so they settled for a spot less dense with forest next to a clear stream. Andy and Zoey seated themselves on the log of a fallen tree. Diana prepared their camp for the night, and Spencer knelt before them and pressed his thumbs to their foreheads. 

			Again, fog consumed Andy. He was beginning to grow accustomed to barreling through the darkness, so he didn’t scream this time. Rather, he waited patiently to be immersed in a new scene encompassing death. He prayed Spencer’s plan would work, that they’d both absorb the knowledge of battle and come out stronger for it. But most of all, he prayed all of this would help him get his family back. 

			Suddenly he found himself running down streets of Apollo City, toward the temple, accompanied by Syrena, Karter, and a second team of demigod warriors. There was a riot at the temple. Hostages had been taken, and tons of citizens had already been killed. Many of the satyr and centaur astynomia, the order keepers of the cities, had also been murdered. Apollo had wanted to stop the rioters himself, but Zeus decided it would be better if he sent two of his best demigod teams to kill them and save the rest of the citizens, to test their strength as heroes. 

			The remaining astynomia were ordered to pull back their efforts, and the demigods were sent in.

			Hundreds of houses and shops, big and small, surrounded Andy. The golden sun blazed high in a cloudless blue sky. Bruised and battered people that must have escaped the rioters’ clutches ran, screaming, along the cobblestone paths away from the white-pillared Temple of Apollo. It was so tall it nearly reached the sky, so wide it could encompass several houses. Fierce cries issued from inside. 

			The demigods darted between screaming people, sandaled feet pounding against the path, weapons drawn. We’ll send those criminals straight to Tartarus! Andy thought. In the last couple of years, he’d grown used to taking lives on missions similar to this. 

			They ran up the steps, past the pillars, and through the entryway of the temple. Carved in the ceiling was an image of Apollo as he drove his fiery chariot across the sky, pulling the sun behind him. Dead bodies of citizens were scattered across the floor. Sunlight flooded through the windows, shining on the marble statues of a naked Apollo in different poses that had been knocked to the stone floor. 

			In the center, fifty to sixty men and women stood together, various weapons in hand, clothes torn and bloody. A few people lay tied up and unconscious behind them. 

			“The astynomia said demigods would be coming,” one man said, raising a sword. “We’ll kill you all with pleasure.”

			Karter stepped forward. He’d always been a leader among the demigods. “Why are you doing this? Why are you hurting people? It didn’t have to be this way. You could have lived long, productive lives here in the city. But now you have to die.”

			A woman spat in Karter’s direction. “We grow tired of being controlled by the gods. We want our freedom. And we’ll do whatever it takes to get it.” The rest of the men and women yelled in agreement. They raised their weapons and, together, they charged. 

			Andy snarled and lunged for them. Within seconds, his spear impaled five of them, one by one. He pounded his shield against ten others’ temples. They crumpled to the floor. 

			To Andy’s right, Karter blasted criminals into the walls and ceiling with gold lightning bolts. Syrena whipped their weapons away with her water, then sent daggers through their hearts. To his left, Diana, the Daughter of Apollo, a member of the second team of demigod warriors, blasted their heads into chunks of bone and brain with spheres of light. Her teammates—Pearl, another Daughter of Poseidon and Syrena’s younger, beloved half-sister, and Layla, a Daughter of Ares—chopped them to bits with their swords. 

			Six more advanced on Andy. Four jabbed their spears at him, but he blocked the attacks with the shaft of his spear, then sliced their throats in perfect sequence. The last two came at him, hacking the air with their weapons, but Andy threw up his shield and shoved them backward. He sent his spear through one’s stomach, ripped it out, then shoved it through the second’s.

			Diana let out a cry of horror to Andy’s left. He looked over, and his heart stopped, his breath caught in his throat.

			At Diana’s feet, Pearl’s head lay, the rest of her body mangled on the side. Blood pooled around the stump of her neck, staining her choppy silver hair a deep shade of red. Her eyes, the color of ocean waves, usually so vibrant, were lifeless. 

			Diana dropped to her knees. Her trembling hands glowed with golden light. She reached for Pearl’s cheeks. “No, no, no. Pearl.”

			A few feet away from Diana, a woman clutching a bloody axe smiled. “She won’t be the last to die today.” She stomped toward Diana. Andy was about to step in, but before he could even move, Layla jumped in front of Diana to fight the woman. 

			Layla’s face contorted with fury as she swung her sword and blocked the woman’s attacks. Her skin and eyes, both a deep-brown shade, shifted into an angry red. The burgundy coils piled atop her head seemed to stand up straight. She kicked the woman to the ground and plunged the sword’s blade through her neck. The woman’s head fell to the floor. Layla let out a shrill cry, then charged for the rest of the rioters—there were maybe ten left—with more anger than even her father, the God of War himself.

			Syrena rushed to Diana’s side. Diana held Pearl’s head near the rest of the body, and her hands glowed bright, her eyes closed in concentration. Sobs racked Syrena’s body. “My sister!” she wailed. 

			Andy snarled, hot rage flooding his chest at the sight of Pearl, and at the sight of Syrena’s tears. He and Karter dashed to Layla’s side. Together, they killed the last of the rioters. Layla cut them to pieces, Karter bashed their skulls in, and Andy impaled them.

			Once finished, they rushed toward Diana, Syrena, and Pearl.

			The light in Diana’s hands faded, but Pearl was still sliced in two. An eerie silence filled the temple. They’d succeeded in their mission for Zeus; all they had to do now was free the unconscious hostages and restore what had been destroyed in the temple and city during the riots. But they’d lost a fellow demigod in the process. 

			The smell of sweat and urine stung Andy’s nostrils. He hung his head. Pearl was a sweet girl, adored by all, but especially by Syrena and Diana. 

			Syrena cared for her for obvious reasons: she was her sister, the only other living demigod child of Poseidon close to her age. They’d spent many days together playing in the ocean they’d once called home. 

			But Diana loved her in a different way. Diana loved her the way Andy did Syrena, and Pearl had reciprocated those feelings.

			Diana’s whole body shook. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I couldn’t heal her. Why couldn’t I heal her?” She exhaled, and clouds of smoke floated from her lips. 

			“Diana, are you okay?” Karter asked, reaching for her. 

			She whipped around, giving Karter a glare that sent chills through Andy’s body. Her hair erupted with yellow fire, and flames shot from her eyes. “No!” she roared.

			“Diana!” Layla cried, rushing toward her.

			Fog crept into the corners of Andy’s vision. The last thing he saw before it consumed him was Diana as her body lit with flames. She exploded in a violent flash of golden light. 

			The fog cleared. Andy was back in the forest. Spencer pulled away from him and Zoey, sweat dripping down his forehead. He gasped for breath, and Andy thought he caught a glimpse of tears in Spencer’s eyes. “I’m so sorry,” Spencer said. “I tried to stop the vision before—before you’d see Pearl, but it got away from me. That’s not something I like to remember, but I thought that battle would help you a lot.” 

			Andy gritted his teeth, his nostrils flaring as he tried to catch his breath. He was getting used to the disorientation he felt when he returned from the visions, but it still jarred him. 

			He darted his gaze around the camp, trying to spot Diana. He’d only known her for three days, but after witnessing that vision, he had the very strong urge to give her a hug. 

			She stood a ways away, arms crossed, watching them with sad, droopy eyes. “You showed them the fight with Pearl?”

			Zoey gulped. “Yeah. Was that the first time you . . . you know, discovered your big bad sunlight powers? The time you almost died?”

			Diana sighed, made her way to Andy’s side, and sat down cross-legged. “Yes. I nearly killed everyone left in the temple, including myself. Thankfully my father was watching over our mission, and he healed us. 

			“He didn’t like the fact that Zeus had us handling it all by ourselves when it was happening in his city. He’s always been overprotective of me.” She closed her eyes tight. “After that day, Syrena and I became best friends, while Layla and I drifted apart. Syrena and I blamed the gods for Pearl’s death, but she didn’t. I never did understand why she kept defending them. If Zeus hadn’t been testing us in such a reckless way, Pearl would still be here. Plus, they had all the power to bring her back to life, which granted, would have made her an immortal god, so I understand why they didn’t do it, but still, they could have. 

			“Pretty soon Syrena and I started to blame the gods for everything else, too, because they’re awful, and that’s why we decided to bring the prophecy to fruition.” She opened her eyes and smiled. “If you guys are able to win this war, no one else will have to pointlessly suffer at the gods’ hands.” 

			Andy felt as if someone were crushing his lungs. Being told he was part of a prophecy that would determine the fate of the world was already more than enough pressure, but Diana had just made it really, really personal. 

			Although the group was exhausted, for the rest of the evening until dinner, they sparred. Andy and Zoey made steady progress, both of them able to stand their ground against the demigods for almost a minute despite their tiredness. Andy noticed that each time Spencer so much as smiled at Zoey, she blushed. He spent most of the night rolling his eyes and wanting to puke. 

			Diana and Spencer agreed to watch for monsters in shifts—that way they’d both get some sleep—and the moment Andy’s head hit the grass, he was out.

			As the group trudged on early the next morning, they reached a small clearing with periwinkle bellflowers growing between bushes and tall grass. Diana and Spencer stopped and drew their weapons. Someone was in the shadows of the trees at the edge of the clearing. An unmoving, silent dark outline. 

			Andy drew his sword. Zoey raised her axe. They approached the being, but as they grew closer, Andy lowered his weapon. It wasn’t dangerous. In fact, it wasn’t even alive. 

			It was a statue carved from stone of a man who couldn’t be older than twenty. Curved horns came out of his head, the bottom half of his body a hooved barnyard animal. He held up a sword. A look of terror was etched on his face.

			“Oh. My. Gods,” Diana whispered. 

			Zoey reached out and touched the statue. “What’s wrong? He can’t hurt us. He’s not real.”

			Spencer glared at the trees ahead. “No, he can’t. But what did this to him . . .”

			The realization hit Andy like a bus going ninety miles an hour. “It was Medusa, wasn’t it?” He turned to Zoey. “Medusa is a monster, and if you look into her eyes you turn to stone.”

			Zoey’s eyes widened. She pulled away from the statue. “What the hell.”

			Spencer shook his head. “How did a satyr get all the way out here, though?” 

			Diana drew her bow. “I heard a few escapee satyrs had a village someplace west. Maybe he’s from there.”

			“Or maybe he was trying to get there,” Spencer said. 

			“So he’s a satyr?” Andy said. “I’m guessing that’s a creature that’s half man, half donkey? I think I remember them from the myths I’ve heard about.”

			Diana shot him a glare. “Satyrs are half man, half goat,” she corrected. “In the old days they just drank as much alcohol as possible and chased pretty nymphs around. But now they act as astynomia, the ones who keep order and enforce the laws in the twelve cities.” She jerked her head toward the statue. “And they’re clearly not a myth.”

			Andy shrugged. “All right. Noted.”

			Above, Andy heard a loud whoosh, then the sound of a dart hitting a board. He swung around to see an arrow had impaled the branch of a tree behind them, its wooden body and feathered tail quivering. 

			Ahead of them, the voice of a boy said, “Get away from my brother.” 

			Clopping toward them through the trees was a scrawny satyr who couldn’t have been older than thirteen. His cherry-black hair hung in waves over his hooded brown eyes and matched the fur of his legs. His skin was deeply tanned. He held a bow and arrow with shaking hands, his expression full of fear. 

			Diana leapt toward him, bow drawn. “Get back.” 

			The satyr halted, nearly tripping over his hooves. “Who are you?” His voice cracked with traces of puberty. “My brother. You’re standing by my brother.”

			Diana gestured toward the stone satyr. “Is that who you’re talking about? Sorry to break it to you, kid, but he’s dead.”

			“I know,” the satyr said, his eyes welling with tears. He dropped his weapon. “Medusa—she—she killed him.”

			Diana lowered her bow. “When did that happen? Is she close?”

			The satyr wiped his tears. “It happened yesterday, and I think she is. I’m looking for her.”

			Andy stepped forward. “Looking for her? Why? Why don’t you go home? You shouldn’t be out here all by yourself.”

			“I can’t go home,” the satyr replied, bursting into a fit of sobs. “My brother and I, we escaped our city. We planned to go to Alikan Village. That’s where satyrs go when they leave the cities. But Phoenix was the one who knew where to go. Phoenix was the one who took care of everything.” He picked up his bow and arrow and stuffed them into the pack slung over his back. “I’m going to find Medusa, and I’m going to kill her for what she did to him.”

			“But you’re just a kid,” Zoey said. “You plan to kill her all by yourself?”

			He hung his head. “I have to.” 

			Andy and Zoey exchanged a knowing glance, and Andy made his way to the satyr’s side. He rested a hand on his shoulder. “You can’t do it alone.” 

			Zoey smiled. “We can help you slay her. And after we finish our own mission, we’ll help you find Alikan Village.” The satyr’s face lit up, and he dried his tears. 

			Spencer stepped forward, his dark eyes stern. “We only have a week to get to Hades. We can’t stray from our mission.” He turned toward the satyr. “I’m sorry you lost your brother, but we can’t help you.” 

			The satyr frowned, and Andy’s chest tightened in frustration. He understood they were on a strict time schedule, but the kid just lost his brother. “He needs help,” Andy said. “Just like Vanessa did. We can’t abandon people in need.”

			“I’m not sure you understand how dangerous Medusa is,” Diana said. “You look into her eyes once—I mean once, even after she’s dead—and you turn to stone. And you don’t come back.”

			Zoey put a hand on her hip. “Which is exactly why we need to slay her. What if we kept her head and used it as a weapon against more monsters we might come across? What if we used it against the gods? It would make things a lot easier.” 

			Spencer frowned. “When the gods brought Medusa back to life, they made it so she couldn’t turn immortals to stone any longer. It would be useless against them.”

			“What about monsters, though?” Zoey said. 

			“Yeah, it would work on monsters,” Spencer said. “But still, it’s dangerous, and not something we should risk our lives for. Our job is to get to Hades and steal the Helm of Darkness. This isn’t our problem.” The satyr averted his gaze to his hooves.

			Zoey shot Spencer a bewildered look. “How can you say that?”

			Spencer opened his mouth to reply, but Andy beat him to it, his face hot with anger. “This kid’s brother just died. How many people have to die at the hands of monsters before you start to care?”

			“I do care,” Spencer said. “But I’m telling you, this isn’t a good idea.”

			Andy sighed. “Look, I don’t care what you say. I’m helping this kid. I’m helping him kill Medusa, and I’m helping him find the village.”

			Spencer threw his hands in the air. “You’ve got to be joking. You just started your training. You can’t last a minute against Diana and me, let alone Medusa. Besides, how do you think you’re going to find her, or Alikan Village? This forest is huge. You’d be wasting your time.”

			“It’s not a waste of time,” Zoey snapped. “If we have her head, it would make the rest of our mission infinitely easier. If we’d had her head when the Stymphalian Birds attacked, no one would have gotten hurt. That little girl would still be alive, and so would Penny and Maia.”

			Spencer glared at Zoey. “If you do this, both of you could die. You’ll be risking everything. If you fail, Syrena will have died for nothing.”

			“Maybe so,” Zoey said. “But if we’re supposed to go into the underworld within the next week, and possibly face off with one of the strongest gods in all of existence, we should be able to slay one measly monster. And if we can’t, well, then maybe we weren’t worthy of this quest, and maybe she would have died for nothing anyway.”

			Spencer let out a cold laugh. “I’m not taking you to Medusa. I’m not helping you kill yourselves.” Zoey’s face fell. 

			Andy jabbed his finger in Spencer’s face. “That’s your own choice. But I’m not standing by and letting this kid face Medusa alone. We’ve already decided what we’re going to do, so you can either come with, or we can leave you behind.”

			“And what about your family?” Spencer said. “What if you die fighting her, and because of it, you never get the chance to see them again?”

			Andy sucked in a sharp breath. Spencer brought up a good point—what about his family? His best friend? If he died, he’d never make it to Hades. He’d never get the chance to save them. A heavy ache weighed in his chest. “I think that—that I won’t have to worry about it.” He balled his fists. “No, I know I won’t, because we can take on Medusa. We can slay her. We’re ready.” He wasn’t sure of his own words, but he planned to stick by them.

			Spencer glared in silence at Andy, but Andy refused to give in. He glared back, his eyes burning. 

			Diana rested a hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “I know there’s a huge chance they could fail, but we can’t make them do something, or rather, not do something. They’re their own people, and they’ve spoken. All we can do is help them and make sure no one gets hurt.”

			Spencer looked away. “Fine. We’ll try to kill Medusa. And if by some stroke of luck we succeed, I’ll help you find Alikan Village after we get out of Hades.”

			The satyr thanked them and introduced himself as Darko. They introduced themselves as well, explaining their quest to fight the gods. By the time they finished, Darko’s jaw had dropped, his eyes shining with awe. 

			They began the search for Medusa, trying their best to hurry.

			“So why were you and your brother all the way out here, Darko?” Zoey asked as they pressed on through the forest. 

			Darko bit his nails, and Andy smiled, reminded of his own nervous habits. “I was being trained to become part of the astynomia in Hermes City. My brother, Phoenix, he hated the job. It’s more like slavery, really. It’s dangerous, restrictive . . . You don’t have a say in how your life goes.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “Phoenix didn’t want that kind of life for us. He’d heard of a village farther west in the country, from a kind of underground association, and we escaped the city. I don’t know how long we’d been looking for Alikan Village, but it seemed like years. All I wanted was to get there, to be safe from the gods and monsters. But then Medusa went and took my brother away from me.” His eyes filled with tears, and Andy rested a hand on his shoulder. He hoped the gesture would bring Darko some comfort. 

			“How did you escape her?” Zoey asked. 

			Darko wiped his eyes. “Phoenix screamed. I saw his legs turn to stone, and then his hands. I heard her laugh—it was the creepiest thing—and I ran. I’ve never run away from someone so fast in my whole life.” He clenched his jaw. “I wish I wasn’t so scared of everything. I wish I hadn’t run away. I wish I would have been brave enough to kill her when I had the chance.” 

			“It’s okay to be afraid sometimes,” Zoey assured him. “And even though you ran away before, you’re not now.”

			Even late into the afternoon, the group couldn’t find any sign of the monster, or any more stone victims. Diana suggested she might be in a cave, but there were no caves in sight. 

			When the sun began to set, Diana and Spencer had Andy and Zoey train, and once it was dark outside, they decided to call it a night. 

			While Diana and Spencer prepared dinner, they lectured Andy and Zoey on how the hero named Perseus slayed Medusa in the old days. 

			“So that he could see her, he looked at her reflection in his shield,” Diana said. “He chopped off her head and later used it to save the princess Andromeda from a huge sea monster.”

			When they went to sleep, Darko drifted off before anyone else, curled up close to the fire. Sadness overcame Andy as he watched the satyr yelp and twitch in his restless sleep, his face stretched in a grimace. He was probably having a nightmare. 	

			The next day started just as uneventful as the afternoon and night before. The group searched and searched and searched the surrounding area, but still found nothing. 

			By late morning, however, they stumbled upon the entrance to a cave with two stone men frozen in terror just outside its jagged mouth. The cave was a monster ready to devour them, the black abyss of its throat waiting for them to slip inside and seal their fates. 

			Andy and Zoey exchanged a glance. “I think it’s safe to say this is it,” Zoey said. She gestured toward the statues. “I mean, considering, you know.”

			“She could have just been passing through,” Andy said. “But there’s only one way to know for sure.”

			Diana gathered two tree branches, ripped bits of cloth from her dress, and used them to construct torches. She lit them using her powers, then handed Spencer a torch, keeping one for herself. They all drew their weapons. 

			Spencer let out a heavy sigh and narrowed his eyes at the cave. “Let’s go in.”

			They slipped into chilling darkness.

			Pebbles littered the cave floor. Its long, wide caverns led on for what seemed like miles through echoing black chambers, stalactites hanging from the ceilings. Water dripped slow and steady, and somewhere beyond, creepy crawlies scurried.

			Soon an eerie blue glow glimmered against the dark far ahead. They grew closer to the light, finding a tall, wide cavern infested with thousands of tiny blue glow worms strung across the walls and ceiling like Christmas lights, webs hanging over their heads like bits of shiny tinsel. They stepped into the new cavern, a pool of water soaking Andy’s feet. As they continued through the cave, it seemed as though all the caverns were just like that one: glowing blue with bioluminescent bugs, water pooled on the floor.

			Speckled gray statues began to pop up all over the caverns. There were men, satyrs, and even a mother shielding her daughter, all with terror etched on their faces. It made Andy’s chest twist into an angry knot. 

			It seemed as if they’d been walking for hours in silence. “I don’t think we’re going to find her,” Spencer said. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back?”

			Andy groaned. “Was that your plan all along? If it took a little too long, you’d try to convince us to turn back?”

			Before Spencer could reply, the sound of hissing serpents reverberated ahead. A chill shot up Andy’s spine. He scanned the caverns before them, but they were empty. 

			A laugh pierced through the hissing, echoing off the walls. A woman’s, deep and husky. Malevolent, yet seductive at the same time. 

			“Ah, ah, ah,” sang a voice that could only belong to the laughing woman. “Who-o has come to try and slay me this time?” She sniffed. “A satyr.” More sniffing. “Two regular mortals. And two demigods. I’ve been blessed with de-he-licious prey today.”

			Zoey waved her axe. “Who’s there? Show yourself.” 

			There was a blur of movement, and Andy caught a glimpse of black silk, green scales, and silver angel wings swooping down from the ceiling of a cavern far ahead. 

			“It’s her,” Spencer said. “Don’t look into her eyes.” Andy swung around, his heart in his throat, and stared only at the reflection of his shield, just as Perseus had done on his own quest. 

			Medusa was the most terrifying woman he’d ever seen, yet somehow, she was still beautiful. Her skin was made of scales like shimmering emeralds against the light of the glow worms. She wore a long silk dress that hugged her curvaceous body in all the right ways. Her cheekbones were sharp as daggers, and her pouty lips curled in a flirtatious smirk. Where her hair should have been, dozens of little snakes writhed and hissed. Feathered silver wings flapped behind her, attached to her shoulder blades. 

			Medusa smiled, her sharp teeth a dazzling white. She blew Andy a kiss through the reflection. “Ah, ah, it’s been thousands of years since a man looked at me like that. All the rest claimed I was ugly. You-ou must have good taste in women.” Andy said nothing, entranced with her strange reflection. 

			Spencer launched his spear into Medusa’s shoulder. She wailed, a sound like millions of tiny glass shards shattering against a hardwood floor, her snakes standing up straight on her head. As she screamed, Andy snapped back to reality. He clutched his sword, ready to fight. 

			Medusa snarled and ripped the spear from her shoulder. Black fluid spat from her wound, and she brandished the weapon. “How rude.” She raised it above her head. “Do I come into your house uninvited and throw spears at you?” 

			She chucked the spear straight for the group. Andy and Zoey somersaulted to the right. Darko clopped after them, and Spencer and Diana darted to the left. The spear clattered to the floor behind them.  

			Medusa clutched her chest and sighed, batting her eyelashes. “Ah, sweet young mortal.” She stared into the reflection of Andy’s shield and beckoned him with inviting arms. “Why don’t you come closer? I like you. Don’t you like me?”

			Spencer threw a rock, and it bounced off her head. “I can’t think of anyone who likes creepy gorgons, except maybe fat, ugly cyclopes. And still, that would be stooping pretty low.” 

			Medusa growled and turned her attention to Spencer. She flapped her wings and flew straight for him, disappearing from the reflection of Andy’s shield. He fumbled with it, catching sight of her again. 

			Spencer jumped out of Medusa’s way, but she darted after him with incredible speed. She seized him by the shoulders before he could escape again, and he dropped his things, his torch going out as it fell into the cavern’s pool. She pulled him into the air. Diana launched a sphere of light for Medusa’s head, but she dodged the attack. 

			Spencer squirmed in Medusa’s grasp, his eyes shut tight. Her snakes danced around his face and flicked their tongues. “You will look into my eyes,” she hissed. “You will turn to stone. You will die here.”

			Zoey turned toward Andy, hooking her axe to her belt. “Andy, let’s try to injure her wings with our knives. Darko, use your arrows.” Andy gave Zoey a nod, and together, they snatched their daggers. Darko readied his bow.

			Andy squinted into his shield at the monster’s wings. “Just don’t hit Spencer.” 

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Zoey said. 

			They threw the weapons at Medusa, while Darko sent a few arrows her way. They all missed pitifully. 

			Diana conjured a large sphere of light with her free hand and faced Medusa, keeping her eyes down. “Take this.” She threw the light. Medusa darted to the side. The attack blasted the ceiling of the cave, and the walls began to shake. 

			The cavern cracked and groaned. Dirt, rocks, and glow worms rained on their heads. With a wave of panic, Andy swung around and dashed into the next cavern. “Run!” The ceiling collapsed. Behind him, Medusa laughed, her snakes still hissing.
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			Chapter Ten

			ALLY
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			Zoey’s heart raced as she ran from Medusa. 

			She stumbled over rocks and dips, weaving left and right, the sound of hissing snakes stalking her like a giant cat. Andy and Darko ran ahead of her. Where Spencer and Diana were, she had no idea, nor did she know if they were even still alive. Had they been crushed under the crumbling rocks of the ceiling? Had Medusa turned them to stone? She tried to look back in the reflection of her shield without slowing her pace, but all she could see was glow worms strung across the cave and angel wings as they flapped behind her. 

			After what seemed like an eternity, she, Andy, and Darko reached a jagged slope in the cave. At the bottom, a new cavern waited, hosting even more of the glow worms. They scrambled down the slope and into the cavern, and as they reached the bottom, they splashed into a pool of freezing, murky water that reached Zoey’s hips. 

			Medusa’s hissing grew so loud it echoed off the walls. Zoey grabbed her axe and threw up her shield, watching the reflection. She held her breath, shivering from the cold water, and caught a quick glance of writhing snakes and a silk dress swooping into the cavern. 

			Medusa landed in the water and slow-clapped. “I must say, you-ou three have survived far longer than any others who dare give me company. But it is no matter. You will all stay here with me. Forever, with me. Hehe.”

			Darko glared at her through Andy’s shield. His eyes filled with tears. “You killed my brother. It’s not fair. He didn’t do anything to you, and you killed him.” 

			Medusa threw her head back, letting out something akin to a scream and a cackle. “You know nothing of injustice. I was once a beautiful maiden, wanted by many men. So many, in fact, Poseidon himself took interest in me. He pursued me, and I fled to Athena’s temple, begging her to protect me from his advances. But she did not answer my prayer, and Poseidon raped me there. Do you know what Athena did to me then? She transformed me into a monster. And she’s supposed to be the Goddess of Wisdom. The world is cruel. It’s only fair we all suffer, one way or another.” 

			Darko closed his eyes, tears rolling down his cheeks. “Is that why nothing ever seems to go the right way?”

			Andy grabbed Darko by the shoulder and looked at him through the shield’s reflection. “Don’t listen to her, Darko. She’s wrong.”

			Medusa hissed and darted toward Andy, then knocked his sword from his hands. It splashed into the pool. Darko grabbed an arrow from his bag, closed his eyes, and unleashed a battle cry, blindly lunging for Medusa. She shoved Darko into the pool, then seized Andy by the wrists. She swung him around to face her, but he’d shut his eyes tight. 

			Zoey clenched her jaw. She could handle her city and everyone in it being destroyed. She could handle finding out that Greek gods were real and that she was the key to a prophecy determining the fate of the world. But she couldn’t bear the thought of losing Andy. He’d offered his friendship even though he knew most of the kids in school despised her, and he was the only person she could truly share the burden of saving the world with. 

			“Look into my eyes!” Medusa screeched in his face. 

			Zoey spun around and raised her axe, keeping her eyes down. She tried to recall the skills she’d had in Spencer’s visions, then mustered all her strength and swung at Medusa’s arm once, twice. The satisfying sound of crunching scales filled her ears. Sticky black liquid squirted from Medusa’s skin, and the monster screamed in pain. She let go of Andy and clutched her bleeding shoulder, her cries shaking the cavern. Andy took a deep breath, plugged his nose, and jumped into the pool. 

			New energy surged through Zoey’s veins, as if she’d drunk way too much caffeine and needed to do three hours of cardio. She turned and looked into her shield, preparing to chop off the monster’s head. But to her dismay, Medusa didn’t cower in fear. 

			The monster leapt into the air. Her wings were extended like those of a bloodthirsty vulture. She flapped toward the ceiling, then dove toward Zoey, her scream a ghoul’s in the night. Zoey darted to the side, but Medusa seized her by the wrists with hands as rough as sandpaper and dragged her into the air.

			Zoey shut her eyes, wrestling blindly against the monster, every muscle in her body pulled tight. She opened her mouth to scream. Before anything came from her throat, there was a loud slice. Medusa cried out and released Zoey. They crashed into the pool.

			Water flooded Zoey’s nostrils and mouth. Her lungs burned. She broke the surface, Medusa’s furious wails ringing in her ears. She opened her eyes and held up her shield, searching for the monster in its reflection, coughing up water and gasping for breath. She caught sight of Medusa, black blood seeping from gaping wounds where her wings had once been. She hissed and splashed toward Andy; her blood covered the sword in his hand. Darko stood behind him, soaking wet. He shot an arrow toward Medusa’s head, but she dodged it and advanced. 

			Zoey twirled around, keeping her eyes down. In one swift movement she rammed the axe into Medusa’s neck. There was a crunch as the blade went through her scales and bone, separating her head from her body. Zoey snatched the head by a handful of “hair” as it fell, avoiding its gaze, and the little snakes let out a collective scream, then writhed and convulsed before finally going limp. The rest of the body shuddered and collapsed, water splashing around it. 

			Zoey let out a breath of relief. Andy waded carefully through the water toward her, then pulled off his sweatshirt and offered it. She took it, wrapped Medusa’s head with it, and tied the sleeves to make sure it remained secure. 

			She turned to Darko. His eyes were watery. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice small. “I was no help to you. This was supposed to be my mission, but I couldn’t even kill her in the end.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Zoey said. “You were so brave. Phoenix would be proud.” She held the head out to him. “Take it.”

			Darko’s eyes widened. “Why would you give that to me?”

			“I want you to keep it safe for us, in case we may need it,” Zoey said, smiling.

			Andy rested his hand on Darko’s shoulder. “You’re a part of our group now.” 

			Darko bit his lip. He took the head, then stuffed it into the sack on his back. 

			Prickling dread creeped through Zoey as she remembered they’d lost the rest of the group. “Crap. We left behind Spencer and Diana. I don’t even know— What if they’re hurt? We have to go back.” As she finished her sentence, golden light as brilliant and hot as the sun flashed in the entrance and filled the cavern. She closed her eyes, stumbling backward. 

			“Diana?” Andy called. 

			All around them, the smooth, melodious voice of a man echoed off the walls. “Greetings, Chosen Ones.”

			“You’re not Diana,” Darko said. 

			“No, I am not. But I am your ally nonetheless.”

			Zoey snorted, peeking through her fingers to see that the light had faded just enough to not burn her eyes, leaving a floating sun the size of a fruit bowl at the entrance of the cavern. Sparks danced around it, like Diana’s spheres of light. “If you’re really our ally, then why are you hiding from us? Come out,” she said, looking around for the man the voice belonged to. 

			The man chuckled, the sun bobbing up and down as if it were laughing itself. “My body is not manifested here. It can’t be, or I would risk being discovered. I am spread thin, only able to send a small amount of power to you in your time of need.”

			Andy brandished his sword. “What do you want?”

			The sun floated up the slope they’d come from. “I want to make certain you find your way back to your demigod friends so you may continue safely on your journey.”

			The group exchanged shocked glances, scrambling after the sun. “Are they okay?” Zoey cried, her voice wavering. Diana was a fantastic mentor, full of determination, and willing to sacrifice herself for Zoey and Andy. Albeit a little harsh sometimes, she was still great. And Spencer had shared such personal memories with them, memories Zoey was sure he wasn’t comfortable rehashing, just so they could learn to fight. The thought of him made her heart skip. Yeah, he hadn’t wanted them to go on the mission to slay Medusa, and he could be a real jerk when he was upset, but she still thought he was amazing too. 

			She hadn’t known either of them for very long, but she couldn’t imagine what she’d do or how she’d feel if anything were to happen to them. Like Andy, they were important to her. 

			The sun reached the top of the slope and paused. “Yes, they are alive, but unable to reach you.”

			Andy furrowed his brow. “Who are you?”

			“I cannot say, for fear I will be discovered. If that happens, I will not be able to help any of you again, I’m afraid. Now come, follow me.”

			They retraced their steps, finally reaching the cavern they’d left Diana and Spencer in. Rocks from the ceiling almost blocked the other side, piled in a heap. Spencer and Diana were sprawled on the ground unconscious. Dirt and sweat covered Spencer, his skin ashen. Blood trickled from a nasty gash on Diana’s forehead. 

			Zoey and Andy cried their names, their voices shaking. Before either of them could race to the demigods’ sides, the sun beat them to it. It dumped itself like syrup on the demigods’ beaten bodies. Within seconds, its light enveloped them, glowing brighter and brighter. A loud hum vibrated through the cavern, and Zoey’s teeth chattered. 

			Without warning, the hum stopped, and the light died. Zoey glanced around the cavern. The sun was gone.  

			She stepped toward the demigods. They were still unconscious, but completely unscathed. The sound of her shoes splashing in the pool of the cavern floor echoed off the walls. “Spencer? Diana? Are you guys okay?”

			For a moment, her only response was unnerving silence. Then, finally, the demigods’ eyes fluttered open. They blinked as if adjusting their vision and looked at Zoey and Andy with wide eyes. 

			A wave of relief washed over Zoey. She tossed aside her axe and shield, then ran toward them, fighting back tears. She threw her arms around their necks, tackling them in a hug. “I’m so glad you guys are okay.” 

			Diana chuckled weakly, patting Zoey on the back. “Yes, everything’s fine.” She pulled out of the hug. Spencer gave Zoey a little squeeze, then pulled away as well. Zoey’s cheeks grew hot. 

			“What happened?” Spencer asked. “Where’s Medusa?”

			Andy patted the sack on Darko’s back, and Darko grinned. “Dead,” they said in unison. Spencer’s and Diana’s jaws dropped. Zoey and Andy explained what had happened, and they began their trek out of the cave. 

			“Let me get this straight,” Diana said. “Medusa chased you, you slayed her, and then a talking sun appeared and brought you back to us?” 

			Zoey dragged her feet. She shivered, not fully dry from the pool of cold water, her muscles already sore. “That’s right. It also did this weird thing, like it dumped itself on your bodies. Then it disappeared, and you guys woke up completely uninjured.”

			Diana bit her lip. “Was the sun— What did its voice sound like?”

			Andy brushed his hair back. “Deep. It was definitely a man’s voice. But smooth, like calming music.”

			Spencer shot Diana a serious look. “Your father already helped us once, when you prayed to him. Maybe he’s been following us ever since. Maybe he’s watching over you. That’s the only explanation for how it healed us.”

			Diana frowned. “Did he mention why he wouldn’t show himself?”

			“He was spread thin,” Darko said from behind. “He couldn’t give us his name, for fear he’d be discovered helping us.”

			For the rest of the trip out of the cave, and for the rest of the evening as they tried to catch up for the time they’d lost, then trained, Diana barely spoke a word. Zoey guessed she was deep in thought, wondering about her father, but didn’t press her to talk.

			For the next few days, they continued their journey toward Deltama Village. They walked during the day and trained at night, and thanks to more of Spencer’s visions, Zoey and Andy were able to spar for almost ten minutes without being knocked down. Even Darko joined in on the fights. 

			By morning of their seventh day since meeting Persephone, they still hadn’t found the tall log gates of the village, and Spencer decided he would try to contact her and ask for a few more days to find it. He gathered a sacrifice for her. They found a small waterfall flowing into a stream, wildflowers growing at its edge, and Diana made a fire next to it. Spencer dropped the berries into the flames. 

			“Persephone, please come to me,” Spencer said. “I need to speak with you.” The fire sighed, the flames retreated, and from the smoke Persephone appeared. More wildflowers bloomed at her feet. 

			She narrowed her eyes at the group. “Why have you summoned me? Why haven’t you reached the village yet?”

			“We’ve run into some—obstacles,” Spencer said. “Could you give us a few more days to reach Hades?”

			Persephone pressed her lips into a thin line. “I’ve already been in Hades for two nights. If I stay here much longer, my mother will surely discover where I’ve gone and uncover our plan.” Her gaze softened, and she took Spencer’s hands. “I’m sorry, my child, but I cannot grant your request.”

			“What happens if we can’t find the village in time?” Diana asked. “Or what if they don’t let us use their pegasi?” 

			“Then you will have to fight Hades on your own,” Persephone said. “I cannot risk the gods figuring out our plans. I’m sorry.” She pulled her hands from Spencer’s. “I must go. You have two days. For now I will continue with our plan, but if you don’t arrive by the ninth day, your opportunity will be gone.” She disappeared. 

			A whoosh sounded above their heads, then the neighing of a horse. The group snapped to attention, trying to spot the creature, but there was only empty sky and a sea of trees.

			Darko grinned, his eyes sparkling. “That was a pegasus.”

			Spencer eyed the trees. “Maybe it can lead us to the village.”

			“Or maybe we don’t have to go to the village at all,” Diana said, snapping her fingers. “Pegasi usually travel in groups. If we could track that one, maybe we could capture its friends and then fly to Hades today.”

			The trees behind them rustled, and Zoey swung around, raising her axe. What was it this time? What new monster was about to terrorize them?

			But what stepped out from the trees was no monster. It was a girl.

			Zoey guessed she was around twenty years old. She stood nearly as tall as Spencer, thin as a twig, with wavy black hair falling past her hips and round eyes so dark her pupils got lost in the irises. Her skin was a warm medium-brown shade, and she wore a purple crop top and loose pants. A glittering amethyst rested between her thick eyebrows. 

			The girl shot them a threatening glare, clutching a knife at her side. “What was that about a village? Capturing pegasi?” Her voice was as sharp as the weapon in her hand. “Who do you people think you are?” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter Eleven
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			Andy unsheathed his sword. Since meeting Vanessa, he hadn’t seen any new people, but now a girl with long hair and dark eyes had a knife drawn on him and his friends. However, after surviving the Stymphalian Birds and helping slay Medusa, he was confident that if the girl tried to attack them, she’d be defeated easily.

			Diana readied her bow. “I don’t think you’re in any position to be asking the questions here.”

			The girl rolled her eyes. “If you knew who I was, you’d be on your knees begging for mercy, Princess. What are you doing traveling through the forest like this?” 

			Diana huffed. “I could ask you the same question. And, by the way, if you knew who I was—”

			“I’ll go first, then. My name is Kali,” the girl said, smirking. “I’m the daughter of a chief of a nearby village. My pegasi, Ajax and Aladdin, were out exploring, and I just came to fetch them for dinner.” As if on cue, the trees on the other side of the stream rustled. Two pegasi with chestnut coats, black manes and feathered wings, and pretty amber eyes trotted out from them, then leapt over the stream toward Kali. They nickered affectionately at her, and she stroked their necks. “Now tell me, who are you?”

			Diana glared at Kali, bow still drawn. “That’s none of your business. If you’ll excuse us, we were just leaving.”

			Kali smirked. “None of my business? You’re in my territory. Why so secretive, huh, Princess?”

			Diana stomped her foot. “How dare you address me as such.” 

			Spencer rested a hand on Diana’s shoulder, flashing Kali a quick smile of apology. “You said you come from a nearby village?” She nodded. “My name is Spencer. My group and I are trying to reach a village. May I ask which one you’re from?”

			“Deltama Village,” Kali replied. “There aren’t many left around here.”

			“You have a lot of pegasi in Deltama Village, then?”

			Kali narrowed her eyes. “What do you want?”

			“We’re on a very important mission, one that’s a bit time sensitive,” Spencer said. 

			“What kind of important mission?” 

			“We’re going to Hades,” he continued. “We have a plan to fight the gods. It’s part of a prophecy. And we were looking for some pegasi so we could reach the underworld by the day after tomorrow.” 

			Kali’s jaw dropped. “You mean the prophecy that was foretold years ago? You plan to—You’re planning a war on the gods?” The group nodded. “Come with me. If what you say is true, perhaps my father will allow you to use our pegasi for your journey.”

			By late afternoon, the group approached Deltama Village.

			The wall around the village was as tall as the trees and miles long, made of logs from the forest. A guy around Kali’s age, who was as tall and thin as her, swung down from a watchtower at the front gate and opened it for them to come in. 

			The whole trip there, Andy hadn’t been sure what to expect. Kali was taking them to a legitimate village inhabited by legitimate people that was somewhat thriving in a world destroyed by Greek gods. What was he supposed to expect? Was it modern? Medieval? Were the people friendly, rude, somewhere in between? Hopefully they’d be allowed to borrow a few pegasi. Otherwise, Persephone wouldn’t be able to help them and they’d have to fight the King of the Underworld all on their own.

			Torches blazed at every corner of the village, a wide variety of people working away, all shapes, sizes, and colors. They wore loose-fitting tops and pants much like Kali’s, jewels of all shades between their eyebrows. Their houses were classic log cabins, with gardens full of fruits and vegetables, clothes strung out to dry between them. 

			Andy shot Zoey a sideways glance. She watched the people in silent awe, her eyes sparkling. He grinned and nudged her shoulder, and she turned to him, flashing a smile that warmed his insides.  

			The young man who let them in approached the group, eyeing them with suspicion. “Kali, who are these people? Why have you brought them here?”

			Kali stroked Aladdin’s and Ajax’s necks as if they were her pet dogs. “There’s no time to explain, Dev. They must speak to my father immediately.” 

			Dev raised an eyebrow, then gestured toward a path down the center of the village. “I’m still on watch duty, so I can’t go with you, but he’s in his cabin.”

			They walked down the path for a half hour, winding through crowds, houses, and gardens until they reached more gates guarding a giant four-story cabin. Fiery torches and red-clothed men holding spears stood at the entrance. 

			Aladdin and Ajax trotted off to play with some giggling village children. Kali smiled, waving at the guards, and they allowed the group to pass through the gates and up to the cabin’s door. Kali knocked, and the door creaked open. 

			The man standing in the entryway was probably the most intimidating guy Andy had seen yet. He was even taller than Spencer and looked like a bodybuilder, with muscles upon muscles bulging from his huge body. His dark hair was dreaded and long, almost longer than Kali’s, with bits of silver shining through. The yellow jewel on his wrinkled forehead consumed all the space between his eyebrows, and he wore what looked like a mountain lion’s coat around his neck. His irises were so dark they blended in with his pupils, just like Kali’s. 

			“Daughter,” he said in a deep voice far less intimidating than his appearance, pulling Kali into a hug. “Who are these people?” 

			Kali gave him a squeeze. “Let them inside and they’ll explain everything. It’s very important.”

			He pulled out of their hug and turned toward the group. “I am Chief Agni, ruler of Deltama Village. Come in. Tell me everything.”

			The inside of the cabin was cozy, woven rugs with swirling designs and fluffy couches scattered throughout. A fireplace crackled on the back wall, lighting the room. 

			As they walked inside, five young women stared at them with wide eyes. Chief Agni took a seat on a couch, waving his arm at them. “Run along, ladies. My daughter says these folks have something important to tell me.” The girls scattered up the stairs or into other rooms. Chief Agni crossed his arms and turned his gaze to the group. “Why have you come here?” 

			Spencer bowed. “We’re traveling to Hades for an important mission. One that could determine the fate of the world.”

			Agni raised his eyebrows. “Which is?”

			Diana stepped forward. “Spencer and I are demigods guiding the two mortals foretold to lead a war on the gods. We spoke to the Fates a week ago, and they told us that to defeat the gods, the mortals must steal the gods’ three main objects of power. The Helm of Darkness, Poseidon’s Trident, and the Lightning Bolt. We’re traveling to Hades first to steal the Helm. We only have until the day after tomorrow, and the only way to get there would be on the backs of pegasi, which, as I’m sure you can already tell, we don’t have any of.”

			Agni blinked several times, his jaw opening and closing in shock. “The prophecy? I thought for sure— I thought we wouldn’t see it in this lifetime. Who are— Are you . . .” He looked at Andy and Zoey. “Are you two from the Before Time?” 

			Zoey smirked and linked her arm with Andy’s. His heart fluttered at the touch. “Yes,” she said. “We came from the year 2018. We died in the Storm, but a demigod daughter of Poseidon sacrificed herself to bring us back to life.”

			Kali’s eyes crinkled with glee, and Agni stood. “This is cause for celebration,” he said. “We must prepare a feast for tonight, a feast for the whole village. And tomorrow we’ll send you with as many pegasi as you need for the journey ahead.” Andy let out a deep breath, relief washing over him. 

			The group exchanged excited glances, and Spencer bowed again. “Thank you so much, Chief Agni. You will be remembered as a great hero amongst all who oppose the gods.”

			Chief Agni smiled. “You’re more than welcome. Anything to bring down those wretched demons.” He called down a few servant girls, then turned to Kali. “Get them cleaned up. I’ll have the guards instruct our villagers to prepare for the celebration.”

			Kali ushered Zoey and Diana away, while some servant girls led Andy, Spencer, and Darko up the stairs into a plain washroom with three bathtubs and a few mirrors lit by candles. The servants soon fetched them hot water, soap, towels, and fresh sets of clothes. 

			The young men quickly bathed, and Andy made a point to scrape his body of the nasty muck he’d acquired from the journey. Soon they were clean, and they dressed themselves, their outfits loose and orange. 

			Darko’s stomach growled. He clutched it and grimaced. “Hopefully we’ll eat soon. I’m starving.”

			“I’m sure we will,” Spencer said, standing near the door. “Chief Agni mentioned a feast.”

			Andy sighed. Every muscle in his body ached. “Yeah, I’m just glad we finally made it to the village, and that we get to borrow some pegasi. Just thinking about walking makes my legs feel like noodles.”

			Darko bit his fingernails. “So am I going with you to Hades? Or do I have to stay here?”

			Andy shot Spencer a glance, then crossed his arms and looked to the floor. “I don’t even know if we’ll survive the trip. I’m not sure it’s safe for you to go.”

			Darko dropped his hands to his sides and slumped his shoulders. “Oh, okay.”

			Someone knocked on the door, and a few giggling servant girls poked their heads into the room. “The celebration will begin shortly,” one chirped. “Chief Agni wants you downstairs as soon as possible.” 

			“Andy and I will be down in a moment,” Spencer said. “You can go, Darko.” Andy raised his eyebrows, confused, and Darko nodded, then followed the servants out of the washroom and shut the door behind him. 

			Spencer turned to Andy. “Before we go down there, I just wanted to say how proud I am of you and Zoey.” He rested a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “You’ve come a long way since I met you. I mean . . . you went from almost getting yourself killed by the Amphisbaena to helping slay Medusa, of all monsters, without my and Diana’s help. I guess what I’m trying to say is I look forward to continuing your training and watching you grow.” 

			Andy blinked in surprise. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected Spencer to say, but he didn’t think it would be so kind, especially since Andy hadn’t acted the nicest during their argument a few days ago. 

			“Uh, thank you,” Andy said. “I look forward to that too.” And he meant it, no matter how irritated he got over the way Zoey treated Spencer, or how many more times they would disagree over something. 

			Spencer gave him a warm, genuine smile. Suddenly he didn’t seem like a gloomy Son of Hades; he seemed more like a regular guy Andy and Mark would have played video games with on a Saturday night. “Let’s head downstairs and go to this party. We deserve to relax at least a little bit before we go to Hades.”

			*~*~*~

			Kali dragged Zoey and Diana all the way to the fourth level of the cabin, then shoved them into a washroom lit by several candles, complete with two tubs and a mirror.

			Despite the room’s rustic appearance, Zoey was grateful she’d be allowed to bathe at all, eager to scrape every last bit of dirt and sweat from her tired body.

			 “Wait here,” Kali said, grinning. “Our servants will bring you some soap and hot water to fill your baths shortly. I’ll try to find you some clean clothes for the celebration.” She looked Diana up and down. “Although I don’t think anyone in the village is near as tiny as you, Princess.” 

			Diana huffed and crossed her arms. “I already told you, my name is Diana, Daughter of Apollo. And I’ll be fine in what I’m wearing, thank you very much.”

			Kali chuckled. “You haven’t had a change of clothes in days, let alone a bath. Trust me, I’ll find you something. You’ll smell better.” Diana’s jaw dropped, her eyes flaring with anger. Kali winked, scampered out of the washroom, and closed the door behind her. Diana pouted like a bratty toddler. 

			Zoey burst out laughing. “She has a point. We probably smell disgusting.” She looked in the mirror, catching a glance of her unkept curls lumping together with dust. Her jeans and flannel had tons of tears in them and were covered with grime. “We certainly aren’t looking our best.” 

			Diana balled her fists, her cheeks turning firetruck red. “That girl is absolutely infuriating. If it weren’t for the fact that we need their pegasi, I’d have already blasted her across the forest.” Zoey giggled. She had a feeling that wasn’t what Diana really thought about Kali.

			The door burst open, and eight young women with buckets of water, dry rags, towels, and bars of sweet-smelling soap rushed into the room. They dumped the water into the tubs, then set everything else on the floor. They turned to Zoey and Diana and bowed. “Let us know if there’s anything else you require,” one said. “Kali will be back soon with your change of clothes.” They scurried out of the washroom. 

			Zoey and Diana bathed, and once they were done, they sat on the floor wrapped in their towels, waiting for Kali to bring their change of clothes. 

			Zoey smiled, finally squeaky clean. “What do you think the celebration will entail?” 

			Diana tucked her hair behind her ears. “Food. Talking. Music. Dancing. The typical stuff.” She paused and turned to Zoey, smirking. “Hey, if there is dancing, you should dance with Andy.”

			“What do you mean? Like, as friends?”

			Diana shoved her. “No. As a couple.”

			Zoey wrinkled her nose, disgusted at the thought. Not that Andy was disgusting, he was cute, but she didn’t like him that way. She hated to admit it, but if she was interested in anyone, it was Spencer. She’d tried to avoid guys at all costs since dating Jet—not that she’d had time for guys, anyway—but she felt herself more drawn to Spencer with each passing day. 

			She slumped her shoulders. It was never going to happen, obviously. The love of his life had died only a short while ago, and for a crazy good cause. He’d probably never get over her, and she didn’t expect him to. She couldn’t force something like that; it would be cruel and selfish. 

			Besides, she had more important things to worry about than crushes. Like getting to Hades, stealing the Helm of Darkness, and taking Darko to Alikan Village. 

			“No way,” Zoey said. “I don’t think of Andy like that. He’s my friend.”

			Diana laughed. “Oh dear. Well, he doesn’t think of you as just a friend. He’s pretty much in love with you, and I think he has been for a long time.”

			Zoey’s stomach dropped. “What? How do you know that?”

			“Anyone with sense can tell. Do you have any sense?”

			Zoey rolled her eyes and elbowed Diana in the arm. “Shut up.” 

			For a few minutes they sat in silence, before finally, Zoey let out a sad sigh. 

			“What’s wrong?” Diana asked. 

			Zoey shook her head, thinking about what Andy said when they’d first met. How he didn’t believe any of the “rumors” surrounding her. She wondered if he would still want to be her friend if he knew they were true, even if he knew why she did what she did. “It’s nothing.”

			Diana turned to Zoey and narrowed her eyes. “No. Something’s wrong. What is it?”

			Zoey frowned, her gaze drifting to the floor. Could she talk to Diana about what she’d done? Would Diana still like her? Would she still think Zoey was worthy of fighting the gods? Of saving the world? Or would she throw Zoey aside? Would she turn up her nose and torment her forever, just like everyone at school? Just like her own mother?

			Zoey didn’t want to take that chance, but had a feeling she’d be pressured to confess what happened. She opened her mouth, ready to tell Diana everything from start to finish, but then the door creaked open. 

			They looked up, and there stood Kali, a bundle of clothes in her arms. “I found something small enough to fit Diana.” 

			*~*~*~

			When Andy and Spencer met with Darko and the chief downstairs, Zoey, Diana, and Kali were nowhere to be seen. Andy wanted to ask where they were, but the chief brought them out to the other side of the cabin. The sun had set and the moon glowed in the night. A group of guards swarmed them.

			The guards led them through the village down more winding paths, in the opposite direction from which they came, the residents buzzing with excitement as they prepared for what Andy assumed was part of the celebration. Men hung strings of lights between the roofs of cabins, while children set out clay lamps carved with delicate swirls on porches. Groups of women huddled together in the gardens, whispering to each other as they balanced pots on their heads and picked fruits and vegetables. Above all the commotion, pegasi neighed, and Andy looked up to see around ten of them, all different colors, flapping their wings as they flew through the sky. 

			Andy smiled, awed by the village’s beauty. It was the most cheerful thing he’d seen since waking up from the Storm. The people were normal, happy, talkative. No one was screaming, crying, or dead. No one seemed to be scared of being turned to stone or eaten by a giant bird, and Andy finally felt at ease. At least, as much as he could be. They still had a lot to do before their quest was over, and he still had to get his family back.

			They reached a wide, circular clearing void of cabins, lined with blazing torches and strings of lights and pretty clay lamps. Men and women worked there, too, setting up drums, tuning string instruments, and stirring food in pots hung over a fire. The guards stopped. A few went to help set things up, while the rest lingered around Chief Agni. 

			Andy cleared his throat, about to ask where Zoey and Diana were, but then someone tapped him on the shoulder. He whipped around in surprise, and for a moment he forgot to breathe. 

			Zoey stood before him, a dazzling smile on her lips, her curly brown hair to the side in a neat braid. Her loose teal crop top and pants hugged her pronounced curves in all the right ways and made her tan skin glow. Her sky-blue eyes sparkled brighter than he’d ever seen.

			She squealed. “Can you believe how gorgeous the lights are, Andy? Kali said there might be fireworks.” 

			Diana stepped up beside Zoey. She frowned, her arms crossed. Her hair was also braided to the side, and she wore a blush-pink dress that reached her mid-thigh. “Yippee.” 

			Andy broke from his trance and laughed at Diana. “What’s your problem?”

			Kali appeared next to him, a mischievous grin on her lips. “Oh, Princess here is upset we confiscated her clothes.”

			Diana shot Kali a piercing glare. “How am I supposed to fight monsters in this?”

			Spencer sighed and rubbed his temples. “You’ve worn a dress before. I think you’ll be okay.”

			She stomped her foot. “It’s not the fact that it’s a dress. It’s the fact that it’s pink.”

			Kali put her hands on her hips, still smiling. “Well, don’t worry. Our servants will have your regular clothes ready for you in the morning. But they need a good wash and some patching up first.”

			Men, women, children, and even a few pegasi began to fill the clearing. Many of them carried yummy-smelling treats, pots of steaming soup, bowls and plates, and eating utensils. Guards jumped to attention and filed in toward Chief Agni, Kali, and the group, then stood around them in a protective formation. 

			Once the clearing was full and the villagers had, for the most part, settled down, Chief Agni pushed himself through his guards and held out his arms. “My people,” he said, his voice carrying a long way. Everyone quieted and looked to him. “Tonight, we celebrate the arrival of two mortals brought forward in time, foretold to lead a war on the Greek gods.” He paused, but not for dramatic effect. The villagers cheered and clapped. 

			After they quieted again, he continued, “I believe if they are able to succeed in their plans, they stand a chance against those unholy demons. And when the world finally belongs to humanity, perhaps we may live in peace, knowing not a single monster will come for us again. Now, let’s enjoy the night.” He pumped his fists in the air, and the villagers cheered, this time even louder. Andy covered his ears. It was like a football stadium during the Super Bowl. 

			After a few minutes of cheering, the village erupted with music. The men and women who’d set up the drums and stringed instruments played away. Some people danced, some filled plates with food and handed them out, and some talked and laughed amongst each other. 

			*~*~*~

			For the next few hours, Zoey talked with villagers, laughed until her sides hurt, and ate until she could hardly walk. 

			Eventually she decided to stand alone on the sidelines and watch people as they enjoyed themselves. Spencer and Andy had been dragged away by some guys who wanted to talk, and Darko had pulled Diana into the crowd to dance with him. It was no problem; she planned to find them again later. 

			She spotted Kali shaking her hips and twisting her arms in a seductive belly dance with the young man named Dev around one of the fires, and smiled. 

			Kali noticed Zoey, then stopped dancing and rushed toward her. “What are you doing all by yourself?” she yelled over the crowd.

			Zoey shifted her weight. “Just trying to let this food go through me. It’s been a while since I’ve eaten that much. Well, it’s been a while since I’ve had good food, period. Diana’s idea of a good dinner is burnt rabbit. Every. Single. Night. I mean, there’s the occasional squirrel, but still.” 

			Kali shook her head, a twinkle in her eye. “That girl is something else.” 

			Zoey smirked. “You have no idea. So, I need to know, how has this village survived so long? How are you guys doing so well? Everyone else seems to be struggling big-time. I mean, I guess if they weren’t, we wouldn’t need to fight the gods. What are you guys doing that works?” 

			Kali shrugged. “We live really close to Hades. Most villages don’t because they’re afraid, so it’s pretty rare for monsters to pass through.”

			“And Hades—the god—has never come out and attacked you?”

			“I’m not sure he knows we exist, but he can’t leave the underworld unless Zeus permits it.”

			“You said it’s rare for monsters to pass through. How often does that happen, then?”

			Kali’s expression darkened, and her gaze drifted to the ground. “Maybe once every ten to fifteen years. The last time it happened was three years ago. I was seventeen years old. It was Lamia . . .”

			“Lamia? What’s that?”

			“A woman who, in the old days, was unfairly punished by Zeus’s wife, Hera. She was his mistress, and Hera killed all her children and turned her into a child-eating monster. Somehow she found us, and she snuck up on a few of our kids while they were fetching water from the stream outside the gates. They were taking so long, and when we found them . . . their bodies . . .” Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t even describe to you how awful it was. After that, a few of my father’s soldiers and I hunted her down. It took weeks, but when I found her, I showed no mercy.”

			Zoey shook her head. “That’s awful.”

			Kali nodded. “Children aren’t allowed outside the gates without a guard now.”

			“And—your pegasi—how did you guys get so many?”

			Kali’s face lit up. “We traded for a few a long time ago and have bred them ever since.”

			Someone tapped Zoey’s shoulder. She spun around to find Andy there, smiling. She couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if he was being flirtatious, his cheeks flushed. “Hey,” he said. 

			Her heart fluttered. Had he always looked at her like that, or was she just now noticing because of what Diana told her? “Uh. Hi.” 

			He held out his hand to her and jerked his head toward the hordes of twirling people. “Wanna dance with me?”

			Zoey’s cheeks grew hot, and she shrank back. “Oh, uh— I don’t know . . . I’m not the best dancer.” 

			Andy rolled his eyes. “Neither am I, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time.” He seized her hands and pulled her into the crowd of dancing villagers. Before she could process what had happened, dozens of bodies surrounded her, and Andy twirled her around as if she were weightless. For a while they danced, their bodies close, their hands intertwined. 

			Zoey tripped over her feet and stumbled to the side. Andy caught her by the waist. He pulled her up, their faces so close she could feel his breath on her cheek. 

			“Got ya,” he said, blushing.

			Her breath caught in her throat. “Thanks.” He pulled her chest against his, his stormy gray eyes locked on her. 

			Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned, and her heart leapt in her chest. 

			It was Spencer. 

			He cleared his throat. “Hey, Zoey. Could I talk to you? Privately?”

			She pulled away from Andy, her stomach twisting. What did Spencer want to talk to her about? “Yeah, of course.” She turned to Andy. His gaze darted between her and Spencer. “Thanks for the dance, Andy. It was a lot of fun. I’ll see you later?”

			Andy pressed his lips into a thin line. “Yeah, of course.” 

			She swung around, eager to talk with Spencer. He took her by the arm and led her through the crowd.

			Soon they reached a somewhat quiet spot void of people and took a seat on a bench in a garden between two cabins. Spencer pulled his arm away, then folded his hands in his lap. Strings of lights twinkled above their heads.

			Zoey sucked in a deep breath. “So, what did you need to talk to me about?”

			“Remember the night I couldn’t talk about Syrena, so I left? Remember how you came and found me, and you asked if I could show you how your father died?”

			A lump formed in her throat. “Of course I remember. Why?”

			He turned to her, his dark eyes solemn. “I didn’t want to show you, because I didn’t want to distract you from our mission. I didn’t want it to hurt you. I planned to show you once all of this was over. But I’m scared . . .”

			She inched closer to him. “What are you scared of?”

			“I’m scared I won’t be able to.”

			“Why wouldn’t you be able to?”

			He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Do you want to see how he died, or not?”

			A million questions swarmed in Zoey’s head, but she knew this might be her only chance to find out what happened to her father. So instead of speaking, she nodded, and Spencer placed his thumb on her forehead. Fog consumed her. 

			*~*~*~

			Andy clenched his fists in frustration, standing on the sidelines of the celebration. 

			Why had Zoey gone off with Spencer? He thought they’d been having a great time dancing. And why did Spencer even ask to talk to her “privately” in the first place? Syrena had died less than two weeks before—how could he just move on like that? 

			Diana and Darko approached Andy, arm in arm and all smiles. “What are you doing all the way over here?” Diana asked. “I thought you were enjoying yourself.”

			Andy gritted his teeth. “I was. Zoey and I were dancing, and then Spencer just came up out of nowhere and asked if he could talk to her alone. I knew she had a thing for him, but I had no idea— I mean, I figured he wasn’t over Syrena . . .”

			Diana rested a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Hey, he’s not over Syrena. He loves her with everything he has. He probably will until the end of time, and I mean that in the literal sense. I doubt he wanted to whisk Zoey to a romantic getaway. I’m sure it’s something else.”

			Andy relaxed his muscles. “Okay, you’re probably right, then.”

			Darko grinned. “Kali said they’d be shooting off fireworks in a few minutes. Will you watch them with us?”

			Andy forced a smile. “That sounds great.”

			*~*~*~

			Zoey barreled through empty black space, voices echoing through the abyss. Familiar voices. The voices of her mother and father. 

			Her father’s voice was just as she remembered. Calm, smooth, as if his vocal cords were smothered in sweet honey, even when he said something unkind. “You’re an unfit mother, Tami, and you won’t have Zoey for long. Not after I prove to the court you’re psychotic.”

			“I am not psychotic, you insensitive, piece-of-shit bastard!” Tami screeched.

			Zoey jolted forward, suddenly inside of a car, sitting in the front passenger seat. She gasped, recognizing it immediately as her father’s old silver Taurus. The one he’d taken her to school in every day while singing along with classic rock and eating Pop-Tarts. Those drives were some of her fondest memories, up until she never saw him again. After that, she’d buried them away.

			She looked out the windshield and saw it was dark outside, the only light being the car’s headlights. The car was on a road through a cornfield, surely in Nebraska, and rain poured from the sky. She gulped, looking at the driver. 

			It was her dad. 

			He looked exactly as she remembered. A handsome man with shiny black hair, deep-olive skin, and eyes as blue as a clear midday sky. He held his phone with one hand and steered with the other, talking to her mother. “I’ll be willing to allow you visitation rights, but not if you continue to use her against me like this. You’re insane, you hear me? Insane, and I won’t have you ruining her life like you did mine.”

			Zoey clutched her chest, heart pounding. He’d wanted her? He’d tried to fight for her? He’d tried to protect her from her mother? 

			He screamed and spun the steering wheel. His phone tumbled to the floor. The car rolled several times at high speed. Zoey flew through her door and into the rain, then began her ascent toward the sky. 

			She clawed the air. “Dad!” But the Taurus was turned over in the cornfield. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Dad!” 

			Fog crept into the corners of her vision and swallowed her whole. 

			Zoey opened her eyes, the night radiant with colorful fireworks. 

			Earlier she’d hoped to enjoy them with her comrades, but now that Spencer had shown her what happened to her father, she wanted to do nothing but pound her fists into a punching bag and scream. Her stomach churned, her knuckles white as she gripped the bench beneath her. 

			Spencer pulled his thumb from her forehead, sweat rolling down his face. He trembled, staring at her for a moment, his breaths heavy. She stared back, her mouth agape.

			She blinked a few times. Her vision grew blurry, her eyes filling with tears. “My dad—he didn’t abandon me.” Her voice cracked. “He was on his way to get me back from my mom. It was raining, and the car . . . He wrecked our car . . .” 

			She burst into a fit of sobs, her body shaking in anguish. All those years she’d hated her father, pushing every memory of him out of her mind, practically pretending he didn’t exist. On top of that, she didn’t only blame her mother for her bad decisions. She blamed him too. 

			But in that moment, she finally understood none of it was his fault. He’d wanted her; he’d planned to fight for her. And if he’d survived the crash, or if her mother had at least told her what really happened to him, maybe she wouldn’t have been so miserable and determined to start her life over all those years, even if she’d still made some bad decisions. 

			She turned away from Spencer. She’d always been embarrassed to cry in front of people. In fact, she avoided crying in general. But he did something she never expected him to do. He wrapped her in his arms and rested her head against his chest. She buried her face in his silky shirt. Tears streamed down her face, her father’s last words lingering in her mind. 

			They sat together for what seemed like hours, fireworks blasting high above them, wrapped in each other’s arms and saying nothing. Eventually Zoey’s tears subsided, and she pulled out of their embrace. “Thank you so much. You have no idea what that meant to me.”

			Spencer smiled. “You’re welcome. After everything that’s happened, I mean . . . I just didn’t want you to lose the chance to know the truth.” 

			She wiped her eyes. “What do you mean by that? Why would I lose the chance?”

			“The future isn’t predictable. We all plan to get out of Hades alive, but what if you die? What if I die?”

			“You’re not going to die.” She stood. “And neither am I. We’ve lived through a Stymphalian Birds attack and slayed Medusa. If we have to fight Hades, we’ll take him down easily.”

			Spencer shook his head. “He’s an immortal god. You can’t go in thinking like that. It’s a surefire way to get killed.”

			Zoey wanted to argue, but before she could say a word, a familiar voice that sent chills down her spine came from behind. “So, Spencer, is that where you’re going? To Hades?” She turned around to find none other than Karter, the Son of Zeus, hidden behind them in the shadows.

			Spencer jumped to his feet. “Karter? But I thought—I thought I . . .”

			Karter stepped into the light, his gold eyes flashing. “Killed me?”

			Zoey shook her head in disbelief. “How did you find us? Why are you still following us?”

			Karter shot her a glare. “It’s of no concern to you, mortal girl.” He looked to Spencer. “Please, come to your senses. Stop this while you still have the chance.”

			“Enough with that already,” Spencer said. “I’m never going to serve the gods again, so forget about it and leave us alone.”

			“You’ll be killed,” Karter said. “Just like Syrena.”

			“And you won’t be there to stick up for me, like I was for her,” Spencer replied. “I know you cared about her, and I know you cared for me too. But you obviously don’t care enough about either of us to stand up to the gods, at least anymore.”

			Karter shook as though a snowstorm raged through his body. He lifted a hand and brushed his scar, then dropped it and balled his fists at his sides. “Fine,” he said, his tone so menacing it made Zoey shiver. “If you won’t listen to reason . . .” He locked eyes with her. “I’ll have to find another way to convince you.”

			Karter dashed toward Zoey. She darted to the side, but he snatched her around the waist. Spencer grabbed his arm, and she tried to shove Karter off, but he tightened his grip on her and kicked Spencer away. 

			“Let me go!” she shrieked, thrashing against him. She wished she’d brought her axe and dagger to the party, but she’d left them back in Chief Agni’s cabin. 

			He sneered and hoisted her over his shoulder, then sailed into the chilly night sky. 
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			Chapter Twelve

			NIGHTMARE
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			Andy wanted to enjoy the fireworks with Darko and Diana, but as they flashed through the sky, and as the crowd cheered and clapped, he couldn’t help but glance back to where Spencer and Zoey walked off earlier that night. What was taking them so long?

			As if on cue, Spencer raced into the clearing, scanning the crowd, his brow furrowed as if in worry. Andy leapt to his feet and wove through the villagers to reach him. 

			Spencer spotted Andy as he approached. “Where’s Kali? Chief Agni? We need some pegasi, now.”

			“What? Why? Where’s Zoey?”

			Spencer put his head in his hands. “Karter followed us here, and when I said I wouldn’t go back to serving the gods, he grabbed Zoey and flew into the sky before I could stop him.”

			Andy’s stomach dropped. “Wait, what?”

			“We have to go after him,” Spencer said, then dashed into the crowd. “Kali! Chief Agni!” 

			Andy and Spencer pushed through the villagers, calling for them. Within a few minutes they showed up, parting the crowd, Diana and Darko trailing behind them. “What is the meaning of this?” Chief Agni boomed. “Why are you two causing such a disturbance?”

			“A demigod Son of Zeus kidnapped Zoey,” Spencer said. “And before I could grab her from him, he flew into the sky.”

			Chief Agni’s jaw dropped and Kali whistled over the crowd. “I need Ajax and Aladdin,” she said. “The girl from the Before Time was kidnapped.” The villagers erupted in panicked whispers and scrambled to bring them the pegasi, while Diana and Darko joined Andy and Spencer. 

			Darko looked up at them. “Will Zoey be all right?” Andy frowned and turned away, unable to answer. If she wasn’t all right, that scar-faced freak had no idea what kind of hell Andy planned to unleash. 

			Diana rested a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s going to be okay,” she said. “We’ll get her back, and we’ll take care of Karter.”

			Andy’s nostrils flared. “You’re right; we will take care of Karter. I’ll rip him to shreds if he does anything to hurt her.” Zoey was the reason he’d agreed to go on this insane quest in the first place. Of course, later on he’d decided he really wanted to go so he could save his family, and he’d even decided he wanted to help people in need, people like Vanessa and Darko, but he had no idea how he could press on if something bad happened to her. She hadn’t even known his name and she’d stood up for him against Jet. Now she was becoming one of his closest friends, and he hoped one day she’d become more.

			Diana’s gaze softened. She patted Andy on the back. “Zoey will be okay. I’m sure of it.”

			“Do you want me to get the head for you so you can turn him to stone?” Darko asked. 

			Andy nodded, but Spencer shook his head. “No, no. There’s not enough time, and I’m sure we can handle Karter on our own. He hasn’t tried to hurt anyone yet.” 

			Andy opened his mouth to argue, before several villagers rushed toward them, Kali and Chief Agni close behind. They guided Ajax and Aladdin by the reins, the pegasi’s wings folded against their sides. He supposed the sooner they could get to Zoey, the better. “Are any of you experienced in riding pegasi?” Kali asked.

			“Spencer and me,” Diana said, and pulled away from Andy.

			Kali nodded. “Good. You two will be in control, then. Are you all armed?”

			Spencer pulled a dagger from his robes, and Andy gestured toward his belt, which held both his sword and knife. Diana shrugged. “No,” she said. “I left all my weapons back at the cabin. But my powers are good for combat, so I’ll be fine.”

			Kali took the pegasi’s reins and guided them to the group. “Then you must go now. You have to hurry.” 

			Spencer mounted Ajax while Diana hopped onto Aladdin. 

			“Please, don’t let them get hurt,” Kali said. 

			“We’ll do everything we can to keep them safe,” Diana replied. 

			Andy went to climb onto Ajax’s back, but stopped when he saw the sad expression on Darko’s face as he stood on the sidelines. His lip quivered. “Will you be back soon, Andy?”

			Andy stepped toward him and put his hands on Darko’s shoulders. “Yes, of course. And once we are, we’ll take you to your village. I promise you.” And with that, he turned away to climb onto Ajax, determined to save Zoey. 

			They flew into the black sky, the moon and stars their only light source. Cold air pummeled Andy in the face, his hair whipping backward in the wind. He squinted into the night and searched for any sign of Zoey and Karter. 

			Within a few minutes he spotted two black figures in the distance as they struggled against each other. 

			“Is that them?” Diana yelled over the wind.

			Spencer squeezed Ajax’s sides with his heels, and the pegasus sped up. “I think so.”

			They caught up to the figures, and Andy could see they were in fact Zoey and Karter. The scar-faced demigod had her thrown over his shoulder, and she pounded her fists against his back, snarling at him to let her go. 

			When she caught a glimpse of the group, she stopped hitting Karter, rested her arms on his back, and smirked. “You’re about to be in a world of hurt.”

			Karter paused and turned around. His eyes widened when he saw the group flying straight for him. “How did you—how did you get more pegasi?”

			Spencer whipped out his dagger, holding tight to Ajax with his other hand. “Let her go!”

			Karter curled his lip in a sneer and flew high above them. “Stop this foolishness and align yourself with the gods. Then perhaps I’ll consider.”

			“I’d hoped you’d listen to reason, but it looks like I’ll just have to kill you again,” Spencer said. Andy drew his knife, and Diana raised a hand and conjured a blazing sphere of light. Together they veered upward.

			Diana launched the light straight for Karter’s head, but he dodged the attack and jolted through the air. Zoey shrieked. Ajax darted toward Karter, and Andy raised his weapon, anger boiling in his gut. He sliced the air between Karter’s legs. 

			Karter soared backward, then toward the clouds. “You’ll have to be quicker than that,” he said. Zoey screamed. 

			Andy snarled, and Spencer kicked Ajax’s sides. “Go, after them.” Both Ajax and Aladdin neighed, and the group sped toward Karter. 

			Diana threw another sphere of light, but Karter darted out of the way and laughed. “Nice try, but I’ve been dodging lightning bolts in training since I was a kid.”

			Diana conjured another attack, glaring at Karter. “Your face says differently.”

			A look of pure hate consumed Karter’s features. He raised a hand, and lightning danced along his fingertips. “Good one.” A gold bolt solidified in his hand. He threw it at Diana. She swerved to the side, but the bolt grazed her shoulder, rocking her body with crackling electricity. She nearly fell off Aladdin, but the pegasus caught her with his wing and struggled through the air to keep from falling. She lay unconscious, smoke curling off her body. 

			Blood pounded in Andy’s ears. Would Diana be okay? She’d done so much to help them, to teach them. He couldn’t imagine losing her, even if he hadn’t known her for very long. “No!” he cried. Zoey thrashed her arms and kicked her legs. Karter’s jaw fell, and he stared at his hand as if in shock. 

			“I’ll send you to Hades for that,” Spencer said through clenched teeth. Ajax bolted straight for Karter. Andy and Spencer raised their knives and jabbed at Karter’s legs, but the demigod dodged them, dropping several feet. Ajax spun around and fell to Karter’s level. Andy sliced the air again, and as they crossed paths he stabbed Karter in the thigh. Karter screamed and dropped another hundred feet. Zoey looked up at Andy and Spencer with fear in her eyes, reaching for them.

			Spencer put away his dagger and kicked Ajax’s sides. “Down, Ajax!” The pegasus dove for Karter and Zoey. Spencer extended his hand toward her. Just as their fingers brushed, Karter regained his composure and yanked her out of Spencer’s grasp. Andy snarled and swung the blade of his dagger against the demigod’s side. Karter screamed again, blood spurting from his wounds. Zoey wriggled from his grasp and leapt into Spencer’s outstretched arms. Ajax neighed and fell a few feet, his breaths growing heavy. 

			Karter clutched his wound, his head bobbing as though he struggled to stay conscious. Spencer stroked Ajax’s mane. “C’mon, buddy. Stay strong. We’re almost done.” He squeezed his heels against Ajax’s sides. “Goodbye, Karter.” 

			Ajax neighed and bolted toward Karter. He raised his hooves, then kicked the demigod backward. Karter fell, limbs flailing, into the forest below. 

			Andy reached over Spencer’s shoulder and took Zoey’s hand. “Are you okay?”

			She trembled. “Yeah, I’m fine. But Diana . . .”

			They all looked up at Aladdin and Diana. He’d managed to get her on his back, and he descended toward the forest floor, careful to keep her from falling. They followed.

			Once they reached the ground, Spencer leapt off Ajax and plucked Diana from Aladdin’s back, his eyes glistening with tears. Where the lightning had struck her shoulder, she was blue and purple, with marks like the twisted branches of a tree extending toward her chest and up her neck. She was even more pale than usual, her breaths shallow and labored. 

			Andy and Zoey climbed off Ajax. “Is she going to be okay?” Andy asked, his voice cracking. “Can she heal herself?”

			Zoey took Diana’s hands. “Diana? Please, please, wake up.” 

			The branches above their heads rustled. A raven bolted from them, squawking. It exploded with golden light so blinding Andy had to shield his eyes. 

			“Greetings, Chosen Ones,” sang the deep, melodious voice he recognized as the sun who’d come to them in Medusa’s cave. The light faded, and he let his hand drop, opening his eyes. Before them stood a man who looked no older than twenty-five.

			He was handsome and ridiculously tall, almost seven feet. His skin was sun kissed, accentuated by the crisp white of his robes, his strawberry-blond hair thick and curly. Rays of gold shone off his toned body as if he were the human embodiment of light itself, and once Andy saw his bright green eyes, he knew exactly who the man was. 

			Diana’s father.

			Spencer looked up at him with wide eyes. “Apollo . . .” Apollo took Diana from Spencer’s arms. 

			“Wait, what are you going to do with her?” Andy said. “We need her.” 

			Apollo brushed her hair back. “Not in this state, you don’t.” The words rolled off his tongue like poetry. “After this horrible a blow, she wouldn’t have been able to guide you on your quest. Thankfully, I’ve been watching over all of you.”

			“Would the lightning have killed her?” Zoey asked. 

			Apollo rested Diana on the ground and placed his hand on her injured shoulder. “The only way Karter could have killed her instantly was if he’d struck her with green lightning, but only a few children of Zeus have ever been powerful enough to create or control green bolts, and he’s not one of them.”

			“But people die from lightning strikes all the time,” Andy said. “And I’ve never heard of their colors mattering at all.”

			“Lightning created by hand is different from lightning created by Zeus’s Master Lightning Bolt,” Apollo said. “And the strength of handmade bolts is measured in color. Red is weakest, barely able to burn. Used mostly as a threat. Gold is average, harming the opponent without directly killing them. And green is strongest. Even the slightest touch of a green bolt kills. But Zeus’s Master Lightning Bolt is all-powerful. Whoever wields it holds authority over the world. Even the weakest blast from it could kill a mortal. But lightning made by hand . . . It cannot kill unless it is green. It does not come from the heavens.”

			“That’s right,” Spencer said. “But getting hit with gold lightning is still pretty bad. Without the proper care, it could get infected. If you hadn’t shown up . . .”

			Apollo’s hand glowed, and Diana’s body lit up. “All these years, I’ve fought alongside the gods, hungry for the ancient power I once possessed. I helped with the Storm, sending golden arrows down from the sky to kill at random.” He pulled his hand from Diana. The light coming off her faded, her injuries evaporating. “But after falling in love with Opal, after I wasn’t able to save her and she died giving birth to our daughter . . .” His eyes filled with tears. “After feeling that kind of pain, I know I can’t lose Diana, whether she’s betrayed the gods or not. Which is why, ever since she asked me for help, I’ve been watching her from afar, protecting her, giving her strength.”

			“You’ve been helping us,” Zoey said. 

			Apollo pulled Diana into his arms and held her head against his shoulder. “Yes. I have certainly betrayed the gods, much like my daughter,” he said. “And now that I’ve fully manifested here, they may find out what I’ve done. If they do, I will be punished severely. Perhaps they’ll even put me in Tartarus.”

			“Tartarus?” Zoey asked. “What’s that?”

			Spencer turned to her. “It’s the deepest section of the underworld, a miserable abyss used like a prison for those who did unthinkable things against the gods, including the Titans.”

			“Titans?” 

			Apollo set Diana down. “That’s a long story, for another day. And we have no time to waste. You four need to hurry and get to Hades to steal the Helm, before anyone discovers where I am and uncovers your plan. For now, as far as they know, Karter and Spencer are hunting Diana and will have her back to New Mount Olympus for her execution in a few weeks.” He snapped his fingers, and light crackled at their feet. The weapons and clothes that they’d left at the village—now clean and riddled with colorful patches—appeared before them. 

			Zoey grabbed her things. “Thank you so much.”

			Apollo smiled. “You’re welcome. I did not deliver Medusa’s head to you for this journey. It will not work on any of the creatures in Hades, even the monsters, as they are all immortal, like the gods themselves. Diana should be awake soon, and once she is, you must go there immediately.”

			Andy frowned. “Wait, what about the villagers? How will they know we saved Zoey, that we’re okay and going to Hades?”

			“I will leave them a message for you,” Apollo said.

			Andy knit his brow, thinking of Darko. “If by some chance we don’t make it out of there, will you take Darko to Alikan Village? He’s the satyr we slayed Medusa for. I promised we’d take him . . .”

			Apollo’s eyes grew sad and he opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, Diana’s eyes fluttered open. She saw him and shot up. “Dad? What’s going on?”

			Apollo took her hands. “I’ve been watching over you ever since you prayed to me. I gave you the power to save your friends from the Stymphalian Birds, I healed you and made sure they reached you in Medusa’s cave, and now I’ve healed you from the lightning bolt you were struck with.”

			Diana squeezed his hands. “You’ve risked everything you have, everything you’ve worked to gain, just to save me? All this time, I thought you hated me for what I did.”

			Apollo smiled. “Of course not, beloved daughter. I could never hate you. I wanted you to come home, to forget all of history, to forget the mistakes the gods have made. I did my best to let you grow up happy, ignorant to politics.” He sighed and dropped his head. “But I knew nothing would bring you home. You’re far too stubborn to change your mind after making such a drastic decision. I had to make a choice. I could either stand by and allow you to get hurt or even die, or I could help you when you most needed me.”

			Diana wrinkled her nose. “So you thought I couldn’t do it on my own?”

			Apollo shook his head. “No, my dear. Not at all. But you must understand, after losing your mother . . .” Diana bit her lip and threw her arms around his neck. He closed his eyes, pulling her into a warm embrace. Literally. Within seconds of their hug, light flew off Apollo’s glowing body like crackling sparklers.

			Diana’s eyes grew watery, her voice shaking. “What will Zeus do to you if he finds out you’ve helped me?”

			Apollo pulled out of their hug and rested his hands on her shoulders. The sparks flying off his body faded away. “At best, he would blast me off Olympus and take away my city. At worst, I would be put in Tartarus. But you must not let that distract you from your mission. You must be brave.” He turned to the rest of the group. “You all must be brave. What you have faced so far is the easiest of your quest, but you cannot let the coming adversity make you lose sight of your goal.” 

			Andy nodded. “I understand. But you still haven’t answered my question about Darko.”

			Apollo’s gaze fell to the forest floor as if in shame. “Alikan Village is gone. Destroyed. Every last satyr living there was slaughtered.”

			Zoey and Diana gasped, and Spencer’s jaw dropped. Andy pressed his lips into a thin line. “How? How do you know that?”

			“The satyrs thought they were keeping it a secret from us, the gods, but Zeus has known about it for a while. He had sent a few monsters their way, but they managed to defend their home with relatively few casualties. He came to the conclusion that he would need a group of demigods to destroy them, and originally planned to have Spencer, Karter, and Syrena do it, but obviously Syrena was sentenced to death, so that wasn’t going to work. Right after he ordered Spencer and Karter to capture Diana, he had another team of demigods go to destroy the village.”

			Andy held back tears. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Why didn’t you stop them? Why didn’t you tell us?”

			Apollo took a deep breath. “It happened yesterday. I found out today, and I hadn’t had a chance to make myself present to you. But there was nothing I could have done to save them without jeopardizing my daughter’s safety.”

			Spencer clenched his jaw. “Who did it? Who slaughtered the village?”	

			“It was Violet, Layla, and Xander,” Apollo said. “But it is none of your concern. They know nothing of your mission, and if you hurry, you can still make it to Hades on time.”

			Andy threw his hands in the air. “And what about Darko? Who’s going to tell him what happened to the village?”

			Diana rested a palm on his shoulder. “When we get back from Hades, we’ll tell him.”

			Andy swallowed the lump in his throat. It didn’t look as if they had another choice. 

			It was time to go to Hades. 

			*~*~*~

			Screaming. It came from Karter’s throat, deafening and spine tingling. 

			A ray of white light shone down on him, nothing but a black abyss beyond. His arms and legs were shackled with iron chains bolted to the ground. 

			He screamed for Spencer and Syrena. He screamed for Asteria. He screamed for his mother. 

			Soft footsteps pitter-pattered in the darkness before him, and a woman so beautiful and warm and kind it brought tears to his eyes stepped before him. 

			His mother. 

			She was just as he remembered. Soft and pale, with pale-blue eyes and long black hair. She wore a turquoise dress; turquoise had always been her favorite color. She gasped at the sight of him and rushed to his side, then pried the chains with her hands. 

			His heart calmed, his chest welling with grateful warmth. “Mom, I thought I’d never see you again.”

			She gritted her teeth, pulling at the chains. “I have to get you out of here, Karter.”

			His gaze traveled up the ray of light. “I’m okay. Now that I got to see you, I can die happy.”

			“No, you can’t. Spencer needs your help!” she cried. 

			He jerked his head to look at her. “Why do you say that?”

			She cupped his cheeks with soft hands, looking deep into his eyes. Images flashed inside her pupils, sucking him in.

			He was on a beach, waves kissing the shore. The setting sun cast gorgeous shades of pink and purple and orange across the sky. Syrena skipped ahead of him, her curls flying in the wind. She dipped her hands in the saltwater and sprayed him with it, giggling. Spencer appeared on the other side of him and ran to her. He took her hand and pulled her into a passionate kiss. 

			Karter stuck his tongue out in mock disgust. They pulled away from each other and looked to Karter. “We love you too, Karter,” Spencer said, laughing. They leapt toward him and grabbed his hands, then dragged him into the waves. 

			The image released him. He stared at his mother, his heart pounding. Worry lines creased her skin. “Spencer faces a battle in Hades, and if you don’t break these chains and get there in time to save him, he will lose.”

			Karter’s heart stopped. “So he’ll die?”

			“Yes. Just like Syrena.”

			Karter went numb. What was the point of living if everyone he cared about was dead? His mother, Syrena, and Spencer?

			He clenched his fists and mustered all the strength in his body. He focused, focused, focused on breaking the chains. He yanked. Sweat rolled down his forehead. He screamed, veins bulging from his limbs. His vision went red. But the chains wouldn’t budge.

			“You must wake up,” Asteria’s familiar voice whispered. “Wake up, Karter.”

			Karter opened his eyes. Asteria hovered over him, cupping his cheeks with her hands. They were soft, so soft, like his mother’s. “It is time for you to go to Hades,” she said. 

			His limbs ached as though he’d really been chained to the ground, his knife wounds stinging. “He truly might die? You’re sure?”

			“Yes. I am a goddess of prophetic dreams, after all.”

			“How do I get there?”

			“I will show you the way.”
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			Chapter Thirteen

			UNDERWORLD

			[image: ]

			Gray clouds hid the rising sun as the group flew toward Hades. Fog crept along the ground and all the way into the sky the farther they traveled, and Andy shivered from the cold, his teeth chattering. 

			He’d expected to see only forest below, but within the span of a few hours, they soared over the ruins of many old, forgotten towns. The roads were rubble, the buildings collapsed on top of each other. Bushes poked out of the debris, and trees stood guard around the city’s perimeter. The sight of it all took Andy back to the moment he’d woken up to the destruction of his own town. 

			A few more hours passed, and the group entered an area that, even covered by dense fog, looked like the canyons of Utah. There were steep, jagged hills, and cliffs made of red-and-orange rock that went on farther than he could see. Sad little pine trees stuck out through the rocks, trying their best to grow.

			They flew above the canyons for a while, a silent nervousness creeping through the air, before finally Spencer landed Ajax next to a rounded-off ten-foot-tall rock with a circle large enough for them to step into worn in the center. 

			Diana landed Aladdin next to him. They all climbed to the ground and readied their weapons. “We’re here,” Spencer said. 

			Zoey shivered. “This place is creepy.”

			Andy shrugged. “Well, it is the entrance to the underworld.”

			Diana turned to them, her expression stern. “My dad won’t be there to help us this time. And my abilities will probably be weakened because we’ll be so far away from the sun, so we’ll have to be extra careful not to get hurt.”

			Andy eyed the entrance, dread filling his body. A week and a half ago he hadn’t even known Greek gods were real, but now he was about to march into one’s home and steal his magic hat. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Diana smirked and gave Spencer a sideways glance. “You lead the way, Son of Hades.” 

			Spencer turned to Ajax and Aladdin and stroked their noses. “Will you two wait here for us, please?” They snorted happily in response. With that he stepped into the entrance. As he passed through, his body morphed into a black shadow and disintegrated on the other side, like sand blowing away in the wind. Diana followed him, leaving Andy and Zoey last. 

			For a moment, they stared at each other. Zoey’s eyes were full of uncertainty, and Andy held his breath. What could they expect? What monsters awaited them now? What if their plan with Persephone didn’t work, and they had to fight Hades? Were they strong enough to win? And if they were, did that mean Andy would be able to bring his family back from the dead?

			Zoey stepped toward the entrance. Unsure of his own motives, Andy grabbed her hand and pulled her back. She swung around to look at him. He bit his lip. “Zoey, if we don’t make it out of here, I just . . .” He leaned into her, his heart pounding. He’d never kissed a girl; he didn’t know how all this worked. Was it all right to kiss her? How would she react? 

			Her cheeks turned pink, and for a moment, he doubted himself. He knew she had a crush on Spencer. She couldn’t have feelings for him too. Could she?

			He’d never know unless he confessed his own feelings. 

			He took a deep breath. This was it. He needed to tell her how he felt, how he’d always felt, in case this was the last time he’d have the chance. 

			She backed away from him but held tight to his hand. “You don’t need to worry about that. We’ll make it out.” She turned around and stepped through the entrance, pulling him with her. 

			Every molecule in his body lit on fire, his ears ringing. His stomach churned violently, blurs of black-and-red flames scorching his pupils. Worst of all, he couldn’t feel Zoey’s hand in his anymore.

			And then everything slowed down. The heat pulsing through his body cooled. His stomach calmed. His vision turned only to black, and fingers nervous with sweat squeezed his own. He blinked several times, trying to regain his composure, and the scene before him began to materialize, though his ears still rang.  

			The slanted walls of a cave spun around them like a barrel in a funhouse. Zoey was beside him, holding his hand, her cheeks a sick shade of green. Diana and Spencer were rushing to their sides. Andy grew dizzy watching them, nearly falling over. Spencer caught him by the waist and held him upright. Zoey dropped her axe and stumbled to the side, chunky puke spewing from her lips. Diana held her hair back, then wiped her mouth with the hem of her dress. 

			The walls stopped spinning. Everyone lurched backward and fell onto their butts. Andy rubbed his temples, and to his relief, his hearing returned to normal. The walls began to bubble, then morphed into a narrow stone hallway with a night-sky ceiling, where complete darkness waited for them at the end. 

			A woman cackled in the darkness ahead, her laughs bouncing off the walls. She stepped into the hall, tossing a golden apple back and forth between her hands. She was tall, with skin paler than a corpse, silky ebony hair, and piercing brown eyes. A plum dress clung to her skeletal body, a sinister grin plastered on her lips as a forked tongue slithered in and out of them. “Welcome to Hades,” she said. “I’m not sure why the living continue to think they’ll survive the trip, but welcome nonetheless.”

			Spencer bowed respectfully. “Hello there, Eris. Goddess of Chaos.” Andy guessed the demigod greeted her like that for his and Zoey’s benefit. “Very nice to see you again.”

			Eris stopped tossing the apple and snapped her bony fingers. “I thought I recognized you. Spencer, Son of Hades. I suspect you’re not here for a friendly visit? I heard your girlfriend was sentenced to death. Trying to save her soul? Or are you here on some other impossible quest? Whatever it may be, I suggest you turn back. You’re in between the land of the living and the land of the dead right now, but if you pass through the end of this hall and go across the Acheron, you won’t have a way out. You’ll be trapped forever, unless you have a way to convince Hades to let you out.” She winked. “Or if some other god takes pity on you.”

			Diana stepped forward. “We’re aware of where we are and what we’re doing. Now move aside, please.”

			“Very well, I will go.” She rested her gaze on Andy. “This will be so much fun to watch.” As the words left her mouth, she slipped back into the shadows and left them in silence.

			Andy shivered. Why did she have to look at him when she said that? It was totally creepy. 

			Spencer walked toward the end of the hallway, gesturing for them to follow. “C’mon. We have to keep moving.” 

			Zoey retrieved her axe and caught up to Spencer. Andy slumped his shoulders in defeat. So much for telling her how you feel, he thought. Diana gave him a sad, knowing smile. 

			They reached the end of the hall and stepped into the dark. The ground beneath Andy’s feet disappeared, and he fell through pitch-black, his stomach in his throat. Within seconds his feet hit a hard cave floor. 

			The cave was unlike anything he’d seen before, even Medusa’s lair. It was huge; the ceiling had to be at least two hundred feet tall. A short walk ahead of them, a long river glowed red, licking back and forth, illuminating the spacious black walls. A cloaked figure rowing a rickety ferry came toward them in the distance.

			“It’s Charon,” Spencer said. “Hopefully he’ll accept our drachmas. He won’t be very happy we didn’t have a proper burial, or that Hermes didn’t bring us here.”

			“How about the fact that we’re not dead?” Andy said.

			“That too.” 

			Diana stepped toward the river and knelt before it. “This is the Acheron.”

			“River of Woe,” Spencer said. “The bridge between the living and the dead.”

			The ground shook, and Andy stumbled back. The rocks shifted into wood, the whole of the ground into a dock, and the tremor stopped. Up ahead, the air around the ferry flickered, and when it returned to normal Charon was nearly to the dock, his face hidden under his cloak. 

			Andy hoped he’d let them cross. Otherwise their whole journey would be for nothing, and he might never get to see his family again.

			The ferry approached, slamming into the dock, and Andy was surprised it held together on impact, let alone stayed afloat. The wood looked as though it was decaying, holes throughout and bits of fungus trapped between the boards. The hood of Charon’s cloak fell around his shoulders, revealing a pale man with sunken cheeks, long black hair, and startling red eyes. He pointed at them, his face twisted in a scowl. “None of you are dead. Turn back.” His voice was like dead leaves rustling against each other. “Get out.” 

			Spencer pulled the sack of drachmas from his robe and shelled out four of the silver coins. “Please, we need to get across the river.”

			“You’re not dead. Only the dead go across.”

			“You can’t make an exception?”

			“Rules are rules.”

			Spencer pulled out two more drachmas and wiggled them in his fingers. “Please?”

			Charon raised an eyebrow. “Why are you here?”

			“We’re here to save a friend,” Diana said. “She was unfairly taken. It was too soon—”

			Charon rolled his eyes. “That’s what they all say. Everyone loses the people they love, and some are reckless enough to travel down here and try to bring them back. What do you think would happen if I just let everybody in and out as they pleased? It would be chaos. There would be no difference between the living and the dead.”

			Spencer pulled out two more drachmas. “Take us across, and I’ll pay you double.”

			Charon smirked. “I suppose a little chaos wouldn’t be so bad for that kind of payment.” He snatched the coins from Spencer. “But you’ll have to wait for a hearing with King Hades to consider resurrecting your friend. He’s very busy, you know.”

			Spencer dumped the rest of the coins into Charon’s boat in a heaping pile. “Don’t tell a soul about our arrival, not even Hades, and you can have all of it.”

			Charon smiled with crooked yellow teeth. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 

			They climbed into the ferry, and Charon began to row them across. For a long time the group said nothing, instead gazing between the walls and each other in apprehension. 

			Zoey looked down at the river as it rocked the ferry back and forth. “Why is it called the River of Woe?”

			“Mortals always assume it’s a place of punishment,” Charon said. “But in truth, it’s a place of healing, of cleansing before judgment. Any mortals who dip themselves in it will be purged of their sins. Of course, the judges will remember the wrongs the mortals committed in life. But the mortals will be free of guilt for themselves.” Zoey stared at the river as though she wanted to take a swim in it, but Andy had no idea why. She was a good person, one of the best people he knew. 

			He placed a hand on hers. “What’s wrong?”

			She pulled away and shook her head. “It’s nothing.” For the rest of the trip across the river, she stared at her palms, her gaze dull. Andy wished he knew what was wrong, or at least how to make her feel better.

			After about an hour of rowing across the river, the group reached a long, narrow cavern lit by torches blazing with red fire. Dense fog crept across its floor, reaching toward the ferry. 

			Charon stopped rowing. “We’ve reached the end of the river.” 

			A dock appeared beside them, and Diana rose, gathering her bow and arrows. “I never would have guessed.” The group climbed out of the ferry and stepped onto the dock. Charon rowed away. 

			“Why do the drachmas work as a bribe for him?” Zoey asked, then gestured at their dismal surroundings. “It doesn’t look like he has a place to use them.”

			“Oh, he does,” Diana said. “Every couple of years he’s allowed to leave Hades and go to either the winter or summer solstice party. During that time, he can use the drachmas he’s collected to pay for whatever pleasurable things he wants. While he’s gone, some other minor god has to take his place. It’s the only way he doesn’t go crazy and refuse to row souls across the Acheron, so the gods have always allowed it.”

			“I’d go crazy too if I had to do his job for thousands of years,” Andy said. 

			They walked side by side into the narrow cavern, weapons drawn. “The gates to Hades should be at the end of this,” Spencer said. “Guarded by Cerberus, the giant three-headed dog.”

			“And we’ll have to fight him, right?” Zoey asked. 

			Spencer shrugged. “I’m not sure. He’s supposed to let everyone in and no one out. But we’re alive, so the same rules don’t really apply to us.”

			Somewhere behind them, a little girl giggled, and Andy swung around in surprise. It was a muffled noise, but it sounded like . . . “Mel-Mel?” he called. Since his family was dead, had they gone to Hades? 

			Was this his chance to save them? 

			The group turned to him in concern, and he cupped his forehead. “I heard a little girl. It sounded like my sister . . .”

			Spencer shook his head. “It couldn’t be her. If she’s in Hades, she’ll be past the gates in one of the afterlives.” Andy nodded and let out a deep breath. They pressed on. 

			After a few minutes of walking, the terrified scream of a young woman pierced the air from behind. A chill ran through Andy’s spine. It sounded like Zoey . . .

			He stopped, eyeing the others. Zoey was fine. She wasn’t hurt, she wasn’t screaming, and none of them seemed to have noticed a cry had gone through the cavern. He slowly turned around and looked back into the fog.

			A familiar, sinister voice of a woman whispered in his ear, “I sense you’ve come for a battle.” Eris materialized next to him. He said nothing, paralyzed with a rush of fear. “I sense you’re all in danger.” He shook his head and stepped backward, but she drew closer. “I sense that today, you all will die.”

			He spun around, darted toward the group, and crashed into Diana. She shrieked and stumbled forward. “Hey, watch it,” she snapped.  

			Andy gulped, and they all turned to him, their expressions morphing from annoyance to concern. “What’s wrong?” Zoey said. 

			“Eris—she—she said . . .”

			Spencer put a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Don’t listen to her. As the Goddess of Chaos, she’s caused her fair share of problems throughout history.” He glared at the shadows behind them. “Leave us alone, Eris.” Andy glanced over his shoulder. Eris was gone, but her words lingered in his mind, filling him with a sense of dread. Spencer pulled away. “All right. Let’s keep going.”

			Ahead of them a dog’s howl echoed off the walls, and goose bumps rose on Andy’s arms. “Please tell me you guys at least heard that,” he said, tightening the grip on his sword. 

			The group exchanged fearful glances, and Diana nocked an arrow. “Oh, we did.”

			They tiptoed down the rest of the narrow cavern, the end opening to what seemed like a new realm. Black storm clouds clustered in a blood-red sky. Dense fog rolled along the ground. Thick bushes of twisting thorns led to and curled over diamond-encrusted gates, all the way into the eerie red glow beyond. 

			Andy shivered. “This place looks like a haunted cemetery.” 

			The dog howled again. It barreled toward the gates from the other side, and Andy almost pissed his pants. It had to be at least fifteen feet tall, and where its tail should have been, a serpent writhed and hissed. Its three heads looked like pit bulls, their slobbering mouths lined with razor-sharp teeth, their eyes glowing red as the Acheron. Solid muscles rippled under its short gray coat, even more snakes poking out from random places in its fur. 

			“That’s Cerberus,” Spencer whispered. Cerberus jumped over the gates, and when his paws slammed into the ground, he shook the cavern, sending the group stumbling backward. 

			Zoey climbed to her feet. “Any idea how we’re supposed to fight that thing and win?”

			Diana scanned the cavern. “Heracles once captured him. But he was so strong he strangled Cerberus into submission. None of us have that kind of strength—we’re just going to have to see if he’ll let us pass.”

			“And if he doesn’t?” Andy asked. 

			“Then we’ll have to kill him and get past the gates before he regenerates himself,” Spencer said. Andy exchanged a glance with Zoey, gulping, and she gave him an encouraging nod. 

			They tiptoed their way toward the gates. Cerberus eyed them, his heads cocked in different directions. 

			When they reached the gates, Cerberus made his way toward them and blocked their path. One head licked its chops and gave them a puppy’s grin, while the other two panted, their drool dripping onto the cavern floor. If Andy weren’t afraid of him ripping off their heads, he might have thought he was cute. 

			“Think he’s going to attack?” Diana asked, bow and arrow ready. 

			“I have no idea,” Spencer said. “Let’s just try to go in.” He moved to Cerberus’s left, ready to walk around the dog, but Cerberus extended a giant paw and blocked his path. He whined as if to say, No, Mister. You don’t want to go in there. Too scary. Spencer brandished his spear. “Let us pass.” Cerberus whined some more. 

			Zoey set her axe down and stepped toward the dog. Andy grabbed her shoulder. “What are you doing?” 

			She pulled away, a small smile on her lips. “I had a dog a long time ago. Her name was Daisy, and if our friend Cerberus here is anything like her, I know just the thing to get us past these gates.” She rested her hands on Cerberus’s paw and gently petted him, then began to hum a tune so soft and sweet Andy had trouble keeping from dozing off himself. Soon enough, Cerberus’s heads and many snakes were swaying back and forth to her humming, his eyes closed. He curled up and started to snore. 

			Diana grinned. “Good job,” she whispered.

			Zoey grabbed her axe. “Thanks. Now we just need to figure out a way over the gates.”

			“We can’t open them and go through,” Spencer said. “It will alert everyone in Hades that we’re here.” 

			Diana put her arrow back into her pack. “Then we’ll just have to climb over.” Andy sheathed his sword, and before he knew it they were sneaking up the gates, avoiding catching their hands or feet on the thorns. 

			On the other side, a blanket of fog and darkness dotted with precious gems went for miles. A line of people led toward a distant stone castle, thorns twisted all around it. They moaned and groaned. Smoke curled off their floating bodies. 

			The group climbed to the ground, and Andy raised his eyebrows. “Who are they?”

			“The souls of the dead that haven’t been judged yet,” Spencer said. 

			“Is that where Hades lives?” Zoey asked, pointing at the castle. 

			“Yes,” Spencer replied. “But we can’t just waltz in there. We have to get past the judges first.”

			“And how are we supposed to do that?”

			“We’ll sneak around them.” 

			The group slipped past the souls, staying in the shadows, occasional blood curdling screams echoing through the air. 

			After what seemed like forever they reached the front of the line, about a half mile away from the castle. Souls floated into a pillared black temple adorned with thorns and human bones. From inside, Andy heard the voices of men shouting, “Fields of Punishment!” and a woman begging for mercy. 

			No one exited the other side of the temple, and he imagined that with a snap of their fingers, the judges sent the souls to the afterlife they saw fit. The thought made him shiver, and he hoped that when he died, his soul would go to a more merciful place. 

			The group snuck around the temple, then dashed through the shadows toward the castle. 

			*~*~*~

			Asteria made a trail of stars all the way to Hades, and Karter followed them, flying until he reached the entrance.

			His body ached, especially where he’d been sliced and stabbed, and he was covered in a disgusting mixture of blood and sweat. His chest burned hotter than ever, and he’d used almost all his strength, but he pressed on. He had to reach Spencer before it was too late. 

			Two pegasi at the entrance neighed at him, trying to block his path, but he shoved past them. The portal consumed his body. His stomach churned, and when he reached a spinning cave he retched, swaying back and forth from dizziness.

			The cave transformed into a night-sky hallway, and Eris waited for him at the end. “Karter, Son of Zeus, what a pleasure. Come to help your friend?” She licked her lips. “Don’t bother, you’re too late.” 

			Karter wiped his mouth. “Let me through.”

			Eris cackled and stepped aside. “Very well then. More fun for me.”

			*~*~*~

			Once the group barged through the front doors of the castle, Andy understood exactly why Persephone hated her time in the underworld. 

			The rooms were made with cold gray stone and lit with dim candlelight, and they smelled like thousand-year-old mildew. Hundreds of smiling skulls lined the walls, and all the furniture—the chairs, the tables, the couches—was crafted from human bones and glittering jewels. The wide, arched windows gave a view of the black storm clouds and blood-red sky outside, framed with tattered curtains that looked as if moths feasted on them daily. Worst of all, the castle was silent. So silent all Andy could hear were his own shallow breaths and the pattering of the group’s footsteps.

			Spencer led them as they raced through the halls, before finally, they stumbled into the throne room. 

			It was cave-like, with high ceilings and wide walls lined with skulls, precious gems lodged everywhere. A long red rug led down the center of the room to a dais with two thrones, a black curtain suspended behind them. The larger throne was made of charred bones and shimmering diamonds, the smaller made of brown vines and wilted wildflowers. 

			Between the thrones, atop a pedestal of bone, sat a helmet the color of charcoal, with swirling designs carved all over it. Although it was normal in appearance, ancient power emanated from it as though it were a god itself.  

			Zoey stepped toward the helmet, reaching for it. “Whoa. Is that the Helm of Darkness?” 

			From behind the curtain, the oily voice of a man said, “Yes, it is. Now, would you four like to tell me why you’re sneaking about in my castle?” 

			Andy shivered. Guess Persephone couldn’t help us after all, he thought. 

			Hades lifted the curtain and stepped before them. He was thin and tall, almost seven feet, with a commanding presence. His cheeks were so pale and gaunt he looked as if he needed an eternal supply of sunlight and cheeseburgers. His dark hair was slicked back as though he’d combed it with olive oil, and he wore floor-length heavy black robes with jewels embedded in the fabric. Power seemed to roll off him, much like the Helm. 

			Spencer brandished his spear. “Father, what a pleasure to see you again.”	 

			“Why have you come here, my son?” Hades said, picking up the Helm and tucking it under his arm. “I know of your mission to capture the Daughter of Apollo, and yet now she seems to be your ally.” He narrowed his eyes at Andy and Zoey. “And who are these two? They reek of worthless mortal.” 

			“Don’t underestimate them,” Spencer hissed. 

			Hades laughed. “Are you joking? Son, please, explain yourself. Have you come to save Syrena’s soul? Is that what this is all about? You must know I will never let her go. Not after her betrayal of the gods.”

			Spencer clenched his jaw. “What have you done with her?”

			Hades grinned and licked his lips. “Why, I’ve given her the worst punishment possible. She burns in the fires of Tartarus, with the likes of the Titans.” 

			Diana gasped, her eyes filling with tears, and Spencer lunged for Hades. “No!” he cried. 

			Hades sidestepped Spencer and kicked him face-first to the ground. He drew a dagger from his robes, and Andy, Zoey, and Diana rushed forward, weapons ready for battle. 

			“You know I don’t want to hurt you, my son,” Hades said. “Truly, I care for you. But I will do what I must to assure all demigods stay in line.” 

			“And I’ll do whatever it takes to see the gods burn in Tartarus,” Spencer spat. 

			Hades snarled and raised his dagger, but before the fight could begin, a short young woman in ancient Greek armor—complete with sword, helmet, and shield—stepped out from the curtain and stabbed Hades in the back. 

			Hades sucked in a short breath and dropped his dagger. The young woman ripped the sword from his back and raised it above her head, then swung it through the god’s neck. His head fell to the floor next to her feet. His body collapsed, and glowing gold liquid pooled around him from his wounds. The Helm rolled out of his grasp, clanking against the floor. She kicked his head across the room. 

			Spencer climbed to his feet and turned to the girl. “Persephone?” 

			She nodded and removed her helmet, chestnut-brown hair falling over her shoulders. “I apologize for taking so long.” Her hazel eyes glittered with excitement. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

			Spencer smiled and turned to Andy and Zoey. “Quickly now, one of you get the Helm. We need to leave before Hades regenerates himself.” 

			Zoey reached for the Helm with her free hand, but Persephone shoved her away and grabbed the Helm for herself, then slipped back toward the curtains. 

			Spencer faced Persephone, brow furrowed. “What are you doing?” 

			Persephone laughed, sheathed her sword, and tucked the Helm under her arm. “I’ve been waiting for this moment since I discovered you were born, Spencer.”

			“What are you talking about?” Spencer asked, his voice shaking. 

			Persephone snapped her fingers, and the piercing screeches of women echoed off the walls from behind. Andy looked over his shoulder, and three ugly women wielding whips flew into the room. They wore all red, their wings black and leathery. Green serpents were entwined around their arms and waists and through their greasy hair. They glided above the group, then landed behind Persephone. 

			“The Furies,” Diana said. “Goddesses of vengeance and retribution.”

			Spencer’s eyes widened. “I thought the Furies served Hades.” 

			“We serve both King Hades and Queen Persephone,” one said. “But now, Queen Persephone holds the Helm of Darkness. She rules the underworld.” 

			Persephone giggled, twirling her hair through her fingers. “I’ve always hated you, Spencer. You’re the child of my husband from another woman.” 

			“But you don’t love Hades,” Spencer said. “He kidnapped you. He forced you to marry him.”

			She smirked. “But with time I fell in love with him. And, for the most part, he stayed loyal to me, unlike the other gods to their wives. Until he met your mother at a summer solstice party held on Olympus.” 

			“Yeah, I already know that story,” Spencer said. “He met my mother, and I was conceived. He went back to Hades, and you helped her give birth to me. She died after I was born, her last wish that I be named after her father, Spencer. And you brought me here and helped raise me.”

			“Hades and I never told you the full story,” Persephone chirped. “He loved your mother, as he loved me when we first married. But he didn’t have to kidnap her. She willingly came here with him, and when I returned for the fall and winter months, he hid her from me. But soon you were born, and I discovered their affair. As punishment, I took your mother to the River Lethe and forced her to drink from it.”

			Spencer’s lip quivered. “The River of Forgetfulness.” 

			“Yes,” Persephone said. “She forgot all about you, and all about Hades.” 

			“What did you do to her?”

			“I set her free in the forest. Of course, eventually, monsters found and ate her.”

			A tear rolled down Spencer’s cheek. “Why have you waited this long to betray me? You had so many chances to kill me while I was growing up.”

			“Your father protected you and swore he would put me in Tartarus if I hurt you,” she replied, laughing. “That was when I fell out of love with him, and with each day my hatred for him grew. I decided that one day I would rule the underworld myself and kill you. I wanted to wait for you to grow up so I could watch you suffer. After all, the path paved for demigods is a path of misery and heartbreak. When you came to me for help into Hades, well, it was the perfect opportunity to not only take this place for myself, but also to lure you into my trap. You’d suffered the greatest loss you ever could. Your dearest love, Syrena, had just been put to death. And your best friend, the young demigod you have many a time called your brother, abandoned you to fight for her alone.”

			From behind, the familiar voice of a young man said, coughing, “I may have left him to fight alone before, but I’m here now.” They swung around, and there was Karter, floating to the floor. He clutched his side, his face drawn in pain, blood trickling from his wounds. 

			Spencer’s jaw dropped. “Karter?”

			Hades’s head snaked back toward his body, but Persephone stopped it with her foot before they could reunite. “I’d love to stay and ramble on, but I really do need to dispose of this.” She slipped the Helm of Darkness on, and her body disintegrated into the shadows. She picked up the head, which disappeared with her, and burst into a fit of laughter. 

			Spencer leapt toward where she’d stood and jabbed his spear at the air. “You’re a monster!” he shouted. She yelped, and the Helm fell off. She reappeared and stumbled to the floor, Hades’s head still tucked under her arm.  

			The Furies snarled and leapt into the air toward the group. Andy slashed the first in her ugly face, and Zoey hacked at her limbs. Diana sent arrows flying at the second, and even Karter joined the group, launching two lightning bolts toward the third. 

			Spencer lunged for Persephone. She kicked his spear out of his grasp and jumped to her feet. She unsheathed her sword and, before Spencer could retrieve his weapon, plunged the blade through his stomach and twisted it upward. 

			“Spencer!” Zoey yelped. Andy tried to run to the demigod’s side, but a Fury knocked his sword from his hand and shoved him to the ground. 

			Spencer cried out. Persephone ripped the sword from his abdomen. She snatched the Helm and put it on, then disappeared into the shadows. “Furies, kill the intruders.”
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			Chapter Fourteen

			APPLES
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			Andy’s thoughts raced, his heart pounding. Persephone had betrayed them, taken the Helm, and run off into the castle with it. Spencer had been stabbed in the gut. Not to mention Eris had predicted they’d all die in Hades, and a Fury had knocked Andy’s weapon aside and pinned him to the ground. 

			It just wasn’t that great of a day. Not that any day over the course of the last eleven days had been particularly swell. 

			The Fury dug her nails into his shoulders. She picked him up and slammed his skull against the floor, knocking his glasses off his head. “This is how you die, mortal,” she hissed in his face, the scent of rotting flesh on her breath. 

			Andy’s vision spun. “The gods really should issue everyone mouthwash or something.” His skull cracked against the floor. He gritted his teeth. “Honestly, you don’t even need to be violent. You could just breathe on us and that’d get the job done.” She roared in his face. 

			Golden electricity whizzed over his head and blasted the Fury in the chest. She screeched and let go of him, then fell back. He snatched his glasses, put them back on, and rubbed his temples, swaying from dizziness. 

			His vision cleared just enough so that he could make out what was happening, and he spotted Karter blasting lightning bolts at the Fury who’d attacked him. Who knew the guy had a moral compass? Diana sent spheres of light at another Fury’s head, as she was out of arrows, and Zoey swung her axe at the last. 

			Agonized screams echoed off the walls, a sudden burst of wind whipping Andy’s hair back and forth. Bones from all over the room tore themselves from their places: the walls, the throne, the pedestal. They floated toward Spencer, who was sprawled on the ground with his hands raised. The bones clattered against each other, bobbing up and down and cracking into place until they’d formed a small army of six skeletons. 

			They looked to Spencer. “Go,” he rasped. “Save my friends, and kill the winged women.” 

			The skeletons rolled their jaws, moaning and groaning as they advanced toward the Furies. They tackled the Furies in groups of two, then pulled them by their leathery wings away from Karter, Diana, and Zoey. The Furies wailed, slapping whips against the skeletons’ skulls, but the skeletons pulled them to the ground. 

			One Fury escaped the skeletons’ grasps, and Diana blasted a sphere of light at her head. Chunks of bone and brains splattered everywhere. The Fury’s body sailed onto the floor. The last two Furies writhed against the skeletons, trying to escape, but the skeletons chomped and clawed their flesh. Soon they were torn apart in a pile of golden blood and guts. 

			Once the Furies were defeated, the skeletons collapsed into a heap of bones, whatever magical force holding them together lifting. 

			Diana and Zoey rushed to Spencer’s side. Blood pooled around him. Karter kept his distance, watching them with a worried look. “Don’t worry, I’ll heal you,” Diana assured him. Her breaths were labored and sweat rolled down her face, but still she lit her hands with gold light.  

			Andy tried to stand, but a wave of nausea and dizziness crashed through his body, and he collapsed. “Andy!” Zoey cried, running to his side. She examined his head and brushed his hair with her fingers. When she lifted her hand, blood coated them. “Your head—you’re bleeding.” Andy groaned, his vision growing blurrier by the second. 

			“Diana, you need to heal Andy,” Spencer said.

			“I’m not sure I have enough strength left for the both of you. Not until we get out of here.”

			“Then we’ll worry about me later. Just, please . . . Heal him.”

			Warm light flooded Andy’s body, and within a few moments, his vision returned to normal. Diana hovered over him, hyperventilating, every pore on her body seeping with sweat. 

			“Is he okay?” Spencer asked from across the room, his voice shaking. 

			Andy sat up. “I am.” They crawled to Spencer’s side. 

			Zoey took Spencer’s hands. Her eyes filled with tears. “Are you going to be okay?” 

			He smiled, but his eyes were pained. He’d always looked so strong, so capable, but now, lying on the floor and soaked with blood, he looked weak, fragile. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about getting the Helm.”

			Diana rubbed her forehead. “I’m not sure I can even walk now.” She looked to Andy and Zoey, the green of her eyes dim. “You guys will have to fight Persephone alone.”

			Panic rose in Andy’s chest. Not only was Persephone a goddess, but now she had one of the most powerful objects in existence, which also made her invisible. It was hopeless. “How are we supposed to fight her without you? We’ve barely been trained.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Karter said from behind them. He came forward and knelt next to Diana at Spencer’s side. “I’ve been weakened from the trip here, and from fighting the Furies, but I’ll do whatever it takes to help. I don’t care what it is, as long as Spencer lives.”

			“What about the seeds she gave us?” Zoey asked. “Do you think they’ll get us out of Hades?”

			Spencer shook his head. “No. I’m sure they’d either kill us or trap us here forever. Diana and I will try to figure something else out.”

			Zoey squeezed Spencer’s hands. “What if while we’re gone the Furies regenerate and attack you? What if someone else figures out you’re in the castle and hurts you?”

			Diana reached over and cupped Zoey’s cheek with her palm. “You can’t worry about that right now. Just worry about getting the Helm so you can fight the gods.”

			Zoey choked on her breath, surely holding back tears, and Andy rested a hand on her back. “All right,” she said.

			Spencer coughed. “Persephone said she was going to dispose of Hades’s head. The only place she could get rid of it without it making its way back to his body and regenerating is Tartarus. Go out the other end of the castle, through the Fields of Elysium, Asphodel, and Punishment. The pit of Tartarus is at the very end of the Fields of Punishment, but you have to be careful not to let it suck you in.” 

			Andy, Zoey, and Karter nodded and gathered their weapons, then ran toward the other end of the castle. 

			They wove through dark halls and past winding staircases, finally reaching a large window with a view of paradise. Rays of bright light poked through the fluffy clouds of its blue sky, and green hills rolled along the landscape. Leafy trees and colorful flowers swayed in a breeze. White palaces glittered. Men and women danced along the grass, adorned with golden robes and jewelry. 

			“Elysium,” Karter said, and sent a sandaled foot through the glass of the window. It shattered, and shards littered the floor. He held his hands out to Andy and Zoey. “If we want to catch Persephone, we need to fly.”

			Andy and Zoey exchanged an uncomfortable glance, and Karter sighed. “I don’t expect you to trust me, and obviously I’m not doing this for you or your cause. I’m doing it for Spencer. But if you want to succeed, if you want him to live, you’re going to have to do what I say.” They took Karter’s hands. He pulled them against his chest and leapt into the clouds. 

			It didn’t take long to fly through Elysium’s crisp, fresh air, and soon they passed across chilly mountains with snowcapped peaks. On the other side of the mountains, hordes of people with confused looks on their faces shuffled through what seemed to be an unending field of dead grass. The air was stuffy, like the inside of a basement closet, the sky a gloomy gray.

			“Asphodel,” Karter said. 

			It took triple the time it took to pass through Elysium to pass through Asphodel, and eventually they reached a cluster of giant black spikes reaching for the clouds. Once they passed them, they entered a place no one would want to spend the rest of eternity. 

			Terrible screaming filled the red sky. The smell of smoke and burnt flesh scorched the air. The hills were made of black soil and rocks, volcanoes scattered across them and bubbling with glowing lava, charred bones and flames climbing from the cracks. Chains locked various people to the ground, their backs lashed by faceless men in dark cloaks. Others hung by their necks on leafless trees, while some were dipped in and out of the volcanoes. Andy caught sight of a man being chopped to pieces, sewn back together, then chopped up again. He shivered, looking away.

			“The Fields of Punishment,” Karter said. “We’re getting close to Tartarus.”

			When the screaming grew quiet, Andy decided it was safe to look again, but was filled with dread at what he saw. Below them, there were miles of black soil. In the distance a giant pit awaited them, an abyss as wide as New York and deep as the ocean, blue flames licking like waves at its edge. Gusts of wind blew into it, as though it were sucking in one deep, eternal breath. 

			Karter descended, his breathing shallow. They reached the ground, and he released them from his grasp. “We’re here.” He pointed at the pit with a shaking hand. “That’s Tartarus.”

			Andy’s feet crunched against the dirt, and as they walked toward Tartarus, faint tracks were left in their wake.

			“Persephone can’t fly, right?” Andy said. “She must have left some tracks.”

			Zoey nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Just because she’s invisible doesn’t mean she wouldn’t leave a trail.”

			“Unless she transported herself here,” Karter said. “She’s in her element right now, so she’s most powerful, and could probably send herself anywhere in the underworld within a few seconds.”

			“Even still, would she have transported herself straight to the edge?” Zoey replied. “I know she’s a powerful goddess, but from what I’ve heard about Tartarus, I doubt she wants to fall in.”

			They crept across the dark plain, scanning the ground for any sign of her tracks, fighting against the wind in silence as it tried to suck them in, but found nothing. 

			Andy clutched his sword with white knuckles. As scared as he was, he wanted to destroy Persephone, especially for what she’d done to Spencer. She pretended to love him, pretended to be a good mother figure, then revealed she’d wiped his birth mother’s memory, killed her, and plotted his death until she got the chance to strike. She was totally evil. 

			Plus, he wanted Spencer to be okay. The guy left behind all he’d ever known to help them, did everything he could to train and protect them, and even after what could be a fatal injury, told Diana to heal Andy instead of himself. Granted, it was probably because Andy and Zoey were the key to the prophecy, but still, Andy appreciated it more than he could put into words. It was something he’d only do for the people he loved. 

			“There,” Zoey said, pointing to the left. “I see some tracks.” Sure enough, a line of tracks made by feet so dainty they could only belong to Persephone trailed toward the pit. 

			Andy braced himself. This was it. They neared the end, where they’d either retrieve the Helm and save the day, or fail and be thrown into the flames of Tartarus. 

			They followed the trail until it appeared the tracks had stopped and turned around. They paused, the crunching of a fourth pair of feet ahead. New footsteps came toward them. Andy and Zoey raised their weapons while Karter readied his fists.

			Persephone giggled. It was light and airy, a sound too sweet for a scheming, vengeful goddess. Andy held his breath. “I’m surprised to see you survived the Furies,” she said. “That’s an incredible feat, really. If you’ve come to get Hades, don’t bother. I’ve already thrown his head into the pit.” The blade of her sword schwinged. “But, oh, what’s this? Where’s my pathetic stepson and the Daughter of Apollo? Did they survive?” Her tone was mocking. 

			Andy opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say a word, Zoey snarled and charged toward Persephone’s tracks. She brought her axe down against them, and it sank into the soil. Andy and Karter rushed forward to help. 

			As they reached Zoey’s side, there was a sickening slice—the sound of a blade tearing through flesh. Zoey let out a scream so awful it sent chills through Andy’s body. She raised her right arm, her expression drawn in terror. Where her hand had once been, only a stump of skin and muscle and bone was left, blood squirting from it like a high-powered fountain. Her axe—and her hand, detached from her body—rolled off to the side and tumbled into the pit. 

			Andy knelt next to Zoey, unable to breathe. Persephone had hurt her. Persephone had cut off her hand. There was blood, so much blood. How was Zoey supposed to fight without her axe and with only one hand against an invisible attacker?

			What if this was it? What if they’d never make it back to Spencer and Diana? What if they all died in this awful place? What if he never got the chance to tell Zoey how he felt about her? What if this meant he would lose the opportunity to save his best friend and family, and they had died in vain all those years ago? He’d never get to see them again, never get to hold them again, and for what? 

			Karter tore off the sleeve of his robes and wrapped it around Zoey’s bloody stump. Once he finished, he stood, conjured a gold bolt, and chucked it toward more tracks. It only blasted the black soil. Zoey sobbed and clutched her arm. 

			“You’re fighting for the wrong side,” Persephone said. “Join me, all of you, and I can assure you you’ll live to see another day. We’ll steal Poseidon’s Trident. We’ll steal the Lightning Bolt. Together, we’ll take down the Olympians, and I’ll rule as your queen. Queen of the world.” 

			Karter stood and made another bolt. “Never.” He sent it through the air toward the tracks, but again, it didn’t hit Persephone. The goddess cackled. 

			Zoey clenched her jaw. “Even if it means I die, I won’t join you. Spencer loved you like a mother, and you betrayed him. You’re disgusting.” 

			“And what will you do when your little friend here accepts my proposition?” Persephone said. “His name is Andy, correct?” 

			“I never said I would,” Andy said. “And I won’t. Not now, not ever.” 

			“Is that so, little boy?” Persephone chirped. “What if I told you that if you join me, as Queen of the Underworld, I could reunite you with your loved ones lost? With your best friend. Your mother, your sister. Your father.” 

			Andy gasped, a lump in his throat. Was this what the Fates had meant when they’d said he’d have the opportunity to save his family if he went to Hades? “You mean . . . you’d bring them back to life?” he whispered. 

			Persephone laughed. “Oh, yes. With a combination of my own powers and the power of the Helm, it would be easy.” 

			Andy gulped. His heart pounded, his body trembling. Was fighting Persephone truly worth it? What if joining her was his only chance to see his family again? 

			Zoey spat at Persephone’s tracks. “Liar!” She turned to Andy, shaking her head, her eyes pleading with him. “Please, Andy, don’t listen to her. Don’t do it.” 

			He thought of all the late nights he’d spent playing video games with Mark, of all the lazy afternoons he’d watched cartoons with Melissa. He thought of his mother as she worked tirelessly to give them a better life, of all the times she’d come home with dark bags under her eyes and a huge pile of homework, yet still managed to smile and make dinner. He thought of all the time he could have spent with his father. Of the many nights he’d sat awake, wanting and needing his guidance. Death had taken him far too early. 

			But then he thought of Vanessa. How he’d promised to protect her, and lost her to the Stymphalian Birds. He thought of Darko, of Diana, of Zoey. He thought of Spencer as Persephone stabbed him in the gut.

			Fate was cruel.

			He climbed to his feet, consumed with panic and anger and grief. He scanned the ground for fresh footprints with tears in his eyes and spotted them several feet ahead. Unsure of his own actions, he charged toward the footprints. They dodged his advances. He swerved toward them head-on, and something hit his shoulder. 

			No, something went through his shoulder. Warm, sticky blood soaked his shirt. The shock of it made him drop his sword, and the pit sucked it in. But he couldn’t let that stop him. He had to get the Helm from Persephone. 

			With his free hand, he clawed his invisible attacker, seizing her by the wrist. Her blade plunged farther into his shoulder, electric tingles arcing through his body from the wound. He clenched his jaw and, using all the strength he could muster, wrestled her to the ground. The Helm rolled off her head and tumbled toward the pit of Tartarus, Persephone finally revealed. 

			“Zoey, grab the Helm!” Andy cried. She intercepted it with her hand and pulled it close to her chest. 

			Persephone’s nostrils flared. She twisted the sword in Andy’s shoulder. He screamed, searing heat flooding his body, his vision fading between red and black. A pair of arms tore him off her. The blade was ripped from his body, leaving only the heat. 

			His vision cleared. Persephone advanced toward Zoey, bloody sword in hand, as she scrambled backward. 

			“Zoey!” Andy cried. He tried to climb to his feet, but intensely hot, sharp pain shot from the wound. He fell to his knees.

			Beside him, Karter conjured a gold bolt. Persephone reached Zoey, raising her blade. Karter chucked the bolt toward them. It soared through the air, then hissed as it hit Persephone’s head. Her sword fell. She tumbled to the side in a daze. She took hold of Zoey’s collar, dragging her with. They skidded toward the fiery pit. 

			“No!” Andy screamed. Karter flew after them, reaching for Zoey. She stretched her hand toward his. 

			He grabbed her by the fingertips and kicked Persephone off her, then pulled her tight to his chest and veered backward. The blue flames of the pit rose, swallowing the goddess, and she wailed. Wind tugged at Karter and Zoey, trying to suck them into the pit, but Karter pressed on. He flew to Andy’s side. 

			Andy clutched his shoulder. “Zoey, thank God you’re okay . . . I thought for sure you . . . you . . .” She stepped away from Karter and fell to her knees, then threw her arms around Andy’s neck. He sucked in a deep breath and buried his hands in her curls. 

			She pulled out of their embrace and held up the Helm. “We have to get back to the castle,” she said, her voice strained with pain. 

			Karter picked them up and flew them back. Andy held on with what little strength he had left, slipping in and out of consciousness. Even after they reached the castle, Karter kept them in his grasp. 

			Once they reached the throne room, Karter let them down at Spencer’s side. He gasped for breath, sweat pooling down his body. He collapsed alongside them. 

			“We have the Helm,” Andy said. “Hades and Persephone are in Tartarus.”

			Diana clutched her chest. “Zoey, you lost your hand? And Andy . . .”

			“I was stabbed,” he said with a weak chuckle. 

			Spencer’s skin was pale and ashen. Blood trickled from his lips. “You two have done well. I’m so proud of you.”

			Andy shrugged, then winced at the pain in his shoulder. “We couldn’t have done it without Karter. If he hadn’t helped us out, we’d be dead.” Spencer and Karter locked eyes, a sad expression passing between them. 

			Zoey dropped the Helm and grabbed Spencer’s hand. “Did you find a way to get us out of here?” Spencer broke into a fit of bloody coughing. Diana pressed her lips into a thin line and shook her head. “So all of it was for nothing?” Zoey said. “We’re just going to die here?”

			The familiar cackle of a woman echoed off the walls, and from a shadowed corner, Eris stepped into the room before them. She licked her lips with her forked tongue and looked to Andy. “As I told you earlier, your quest was doomed, and you would surely die.” 

			He hung his head in defeat. “I guess you were right.”

			She smirked. “What if I could help you succeed in your quest? What if I could help you out of Hades?”

			“Please, help us,” Andy said. “I’ll do anything. Anything.” And he meant it. If he had to cut off his own fingers, if he had to gouge out his own eyes, if he had to throw himself into Tartarus, he’d do it. As long as all this hadn’t been in vain. 

			Eris laughed. “This will be so much fun to watch.” She snapped her fingers, and with a flash of purple light, a brown drawstring sack appeared in her hands. She tossed it toward Andy. “These apples are full of magic, and one bite will return you to the living realm. Only one bite. They cannot be cut apart, cannot be shared, or they will lose their power. Know this: all gifts come with a price.” She disappeared in a cloud of black smoke. 

			Andy tore open the bag to find four shiny gold apples.

			“What did she give you?” Diana asked. 

			“They’re apples,” he said, grinning ear to ear. He handed Zoey, Diana, and Spencer each one, then took the last for himself. “If we eat them, we’ll get out of here.”

			“What about Karter?” Spencer rasped, coughing. “Is there a fifth apple?”

			Andy’s heart sank. All gifts come with a price. 

			Karter shook his head. “It’s okay, Spencer. It’s okay. Just . . . get out of here. I’ll be fine. I’ll find another way.”

			“But you’re dying,” Spencer said. “You were sliced up before any of us, and you’ve been losing blood this whole time. You flew all the way here, fought the Furies, then flew Zoey and Andy to Tartarus and back.”

			Karter smiled with quivering lips. “I came here to save you. Once you eat that apple, you’ll escape, and Diana will heal you. You’ll be okay. I’ve done what I set out to do.”

			Spencer sat up, grunting and groaning. “No.” He shoved his apple toward Karter. “Take it.”

			“I refuse,” Karter said, balling his fists. “I won’t let you die because of me. Syrena already did.”

			Spencer smiled. “I’m not afraid of death anymore.” His eyes glazed over. “S-Syrena . . .” He let out a final pained sigh, then fell onto his back. His apple rolled out of his hand and onto the floor. 

			Andy’s breath caught in his throat. Karter stared aghast at Spencer. Diana covered her mouth in silent shock, and Zoey began to sob. 

			Diana reached over and checked Spencer for a pulse. She held back a strangled cry, then closed his eyes. “It’s time to go.”

			“No,” Zoey whimpered. She dropped her apple and grabbed Spencer’s limp hand. “I won’t leave him.”

			Diana trembled, her eyes brimming with tears. “He’s gone. We have to.”

			“Isn’t there a way to bring him back?” Andy asked, his voice cracking in desperation. “I mean, he hasn’t been dead long. If gods and monsters and all this other bullshit exists, there has to be a way to save him.”

			“No,” Diana replied. “No mortal can beat death, not unless the gods choose to raise their soul and give them immortal life. If there was a way to save him, you know I’d do it. But there’s not. He’s gone.” Andy bit his lip. Tears gushed down his cheeks, a heavy ache in his chest. 

			Diana retrieved Zoey’s apple. She tore Zoey’s hand from Spencer’s and shoved the apple into it. “We have to leave. You and Andy are hurt. If we wait much longer, you could die, or someone could find us here and figure out what’s happened.”

			“How can you be so heartless?” Andy said. 

			Diana pounded her fist against the floor. “This is what Spencer would want!” Andy and Zoey quieted. Diana grabbed Spencer’s apple and offered it to Karter. “He wanted you to have this, so you better take it. You can come with us if you’d like. After all, you helped steal the Helm.”

			Karter accepted the apple, but his gaze never left Spencer’s body. “I can’t leave him. Not yet.”

			Diana snatched her bow and swung her pack of arrows onto her back. Andy assumed she’d gathered them while he and Zoey fought Persephone, in case they were attacked again. “I guess we’ll see you around.” She lifted her apple to her lips. “All right, you two. Get the Helm.” Andy grabbed it and tucked it under his arm. “On the count of three, we take a bite and leave this place.” Andy sniffled, and Zoey burst into a fit of sobs. “One. Two. Three.”

			Andy took a bite. 
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			Chapter Fifteen

			RUNAWAY
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			The group appeared outside the entrance to Hades, a peaceful sunset near its end. 

			Zoey cried in despair, from both Spencer’s death and from the blinding, white-hot pain of her lost hand. She collapsed face-first onto the ground, slipping into unconsciousness. Violent visions of winged women, the glimmering Helm, and her hand as it tumbled into the blue fire of Tartarus plagued her mind. 

			When she finally woke, a warm campfire crackled, thick pine trees overhead. 

			She gasped and sat upright. “What happened? What’s going on?”

			Andy snored from across the fire. Diana pushed a serving of meat and berries toward her. “Eat and go back to sleep. It’s my turn to watch for monsters. In the morning, we’ll get back to Deltama Village, properly rest, and form our next plan.” Zoey’s pain had lifted. She looked down. Her hand was still gone, but a fresh layer of skin covered the stump. “I’m sorry. That’s all I could do for your hand,” Diana said and turned away. 

			Zoey swallowed hard. Any hunger she may have felt vanished. She ignored the food and stared at the sky for the rest of the night, wondering how she was supposed to fight without her hand, and thinking of the night Spencer showed her her father’s death and held her as she sobbed.  

			The next day, Diana gave Andy a brief lesson on how to direct a pegasus, and they rode Aladdin and Ajax back to Deltama Village. When they arrived, a few dozen villagers greeted them with excited chatter, and the pegasi disappeared into the crowd. 

			Kali ran toward the group. “Were you able to steal the Helm of Darkness?” Andy held the Helm up for all to see, and the villagers cheered. “Where’s Spencer?” she asked, her voice laced with concern.

			“He’s dead,” Diana said plainly, then choked on a sob. Kali rushed to her side and pulled her into a long embrace. Diana cried in her arms. Andy hung his head. 

			The reminder of Spencer’s passing made Zoey burst into tears. He’d understood her, and was probably the only person in the world she wouldn’t have been scared to tell more about her past. After all, he’d figured a lot of it out all on his own. Not to mention he’d helped her find the missing piece of it. She didn’t think he would have developed any sort of crush or romantic feelings for her, like she had for him, but it didn’t matter. He was her friend. And friends like Spencer didn’t come by often. At least not for Zoey. 

			Darko pushed through the crowd, a smile on his face. “You’re back. And you got the Helm. Does this mean we’re going to Alikan Village?” Zoey wiped her tears, her stomach sinking as she remembered the village of satyrs Andy promised they’d take Darko to had been slaughtered. “Where’s Spencer?” 

			Andy looked up. “Darko—there’s—there’s some things we have to tell you. First of all . . . Spencer is dead. Persephone betrayed us in Hades, and she killed him.” Darko gasped. “And the second thing—you have to know, we didn’t find this out until right before we had to go to Hades—well, everyone in Alikan Village was slaughtered a few days ago. The whole place was destroyed.” 

			“No,” Darko said. “That can’t be.”

			“The gods had their eye on the village for a long time,” Andy continued. “They sent monsters after the people there, but the villagers managed to defeat them. So Zeus sent a team of three demigods to the village with orders to—to kill everyone. And they succeeded.”

			Darko trembled. “Who told you that?” he asked, his voice cracking. “It has to be a lie.”

			“It’s not. Apollo himself told us. I’m so sorry.”

			“No—no. After everything Phoenix did to . . .” Darko’s eyes filled with tears. Andy stepped toward him and pulled him into a tight hug. He wept.

			By nightfall, a few villagers had prepared the group dinner, although this time they opted to eat in Chief Agni’s cabin rather than have a grand party. 

			As they ate, Zoey and Diana sat together on a fluffy couch, while Andy and Darko were sprawled out on a woven rug. Chief Agni stood, arms crossed, in front of the fire. Kali poked her food with a wooden spoon in a chair close to Diana. 

			“So, you lost your sword and axe,” Chief Agni said, looking to Andy, then Zoey. They nodded. “We have a few spare spears. Would you like to take them when you leave, so you may have something to use until you’re able to find more weapons?”

			Zoey thought of the visions Spencer had shared with them. In every one, he’d used a spear. Even with her severed hand, she was sure to get the hang of using one in combat in no time because of that. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

			“We will send you with pegasi, of course,” Chief Agni added. “And what of you, Darko? I know your village was destroyed. You are welcome to stay here if you’d like.”

			Darko shook his head. “Thank you for the offer, but I think I’d like to go with my friends, if they’ll let me.” Diana nodded, while Zoey and Andy gave him smiles.

			Kali cleared her throat. “Father, they’ve lost a crucial member of their team. We should send them with a great warrior. Obviously no one could replace Spencer, but I’m sure they’ll need an extra helping hand on their quest.”

			Chief Agni raised an eyebrow. “And who do you suggest we send, my daughter?”

			All eyes were on Kali. “Well, I was thinking that . . . I could go. I could help them,” she said. 

			The chief narrowed his eyes. “Absolutely not.”

			Diana set aside her empty plate and climbed to her feet. “No way, Kali. It’s too dangerous for you to go. You’ve been living in this village your whole life.” 

			Kali rolled her eyes. “Is that what you said to Andy and Zoey when you plucked them from the past, Princess?” Diana opened and closed her mouth several times, unable to come back with a clever retort. “Besides, I’m far from helpless. It’s not like this place has been immune to attacks. I’ve killed a monster or two.”

			Chief Agni strode to Kali’s side and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Whether or not you’re a capable enough warrior to go with them is not the issue. In fact, there’s no doubt in my mind that you are. But I won’t have you risking your life for something that isn’t your responsibility. You’re too important—to me, and to our village.”

			Kali averted her gaze to the floor, as if in defeat. “All right, Father.”

			The group agreed to stay one night in the village, but insisted they all sleep in the same room. After what they’d been through in Hades, and after Darko found out Alikan Village was gone, none of them wanted to be apart for even a second. 

			They were shown to an empty bedroom with a single window on the second floor of Chief Agni’s cabin, then given blankets and pillows. They made themselves each a bed on the floor so they’d be side by side. 

			The second Diana’s head hit the pillow, she fell asleep. Darko tossed and turned for a bit, but eventually began to snore. Zoey closed her eyes and drifted off for a while, then woke with a start to Andy’s muffled sobs. 

			She sat up and looked around the dark, empty bedroom, lit by a sliver of moonlight as it poked through the window. Andy was nowhere to be seen, but she could hear him as he cried. 

			“Andy?” she whispered, trying not to wake Diana and Darko. “Where are you?” He appeared beside her, the Helm of Darkness in his hands. His lip quivered, his eyes red and puffy. “What are you doing? What’s wrong?” she asked. 

			He sat in front of her and rested the Helm in the space between them. “Remember what the Fates said about the Helm—that whoever wields it can see all the souls that reside in Hades or whatever?” he whispered. 

			Zoey’s heart sank. She didn’t like where this was going. “What about it?”

			“I couldn’t stop thinking about my family. When Persephone asked me to join her— I mean, I almost did it. More than anything I wanted to see them again. But I knew I couldn’t. I couldn’t abandon you like that, Zoey. I couldn’t abandon any of you.” He paused, and a tear trickled down his cheek. “Well, tonight, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. And I thought maybe I could see them through the Helm.”

			Zoey took one of his hands in her own. Dealing with Spencer’s death and her lost hand had made her almost forget about Andy’s act of selflessness in Hades. She’d been terrified that he would choose Persephone so he could save his family, but in the end, he’d proved her wrong. She felt terrible that he’d never get the chance to see them again—after all, it was pretty much the only reason he’d wanted to come on the quest—but she hoped that with time, he’d find comfort in knowing he’d made the right choice. 

			If his loved ones were watching over him, she was sure they were proud. 

			“Were you able to see them?” she asked.

			Andy shook his head. “No. I saw a lot of dead people, but my family wasn’t anywhere to be found. It’s like they never existed.”

			Zoey smiled. “Or maybe they’re not in Hades.”

			Andy furrowed his brow. “You think so?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know what to think exactly. If the Greek gods are real, who’s to say the Egyptian gods aren’t? The Norse gods, the Incan gods, the Polynesian gods? Your family could be anywhere—we just don’t know. After everything we’ve seen and been through, it seems like just about anything is possible.” A lump formed in her throat. She pulled away from Andy and ran her hand over the Helm, the cold metal cooling her fingertips. Was her father in Hades? 

			She picked the Helm up and pulled it over her head. Chills bolted through her, as though hundreds of ghosts were passing through her body. Once the feeling subsided, she held up her hand to her face and wiggled her fingers, but all she could see before her was empty space. 

			Hey, Helm? she thought. I’d like to see my father if he’s in Hades, please. His name is Antonio Moretti. Toni for short. It felt strange to think her father’s name, but it was also oddly satisfying. She’d been denying that part of her life for far too long.

			Images danced before her eyes. The green hills and glittering palaces of Elysium, the dry grassland of Asphodel, the red skies and scorched landscape of the Fields of Punishment, the blue flames of Tartarus. Hundreds of faces flashed before her in rapid succession, the faces of souls wandering Hades for all eternity, but the Helm stopped for none of them, and none were her father. 

			Finally the images faded, and all she could see was Andy as he stared at her with wide eyes in the dark bedroom of Chief Agni’s cabin. She pulled off the Helm. “My father isn’t in Hades, either. I wonder if Spencer is. Hades said Syrena was burning in Tartarus.”

			“Why don’t you look?” Andy said. 

			She pulled the Helm over her head, and the chilling sensation ran through her again. Show me Spencer, the Son of Hades, she commanded. And Syrena, the Daughter of Poseidon. The same landscapes and more faces danced before her eyes, but the Helm stopped for nothing, not even as it passed through Tartarus. Eventually she was returned to the bedroom again. 

			She took off the Helm, her eyes filling with tears. Andy took her hand. “Did you see him?” he asked. 

			She smiled with quivering lips. “No. He’s not there. And neither is Syrena. I can’t help but think that . . . that . . .”

			Andy squeezed her hand. “That they’re some place better?” She nodded. 

			There was a knock on the window. Zoey jumped and looked over. Kali was outside, on the back of a pegasus with a black coat and green eyes, a pack of supplies slung behind her. Ajax and Aladdin were on either side of them, happily flapping their wings. 

			Andy rushed to the window and threw it open. “Kali? What are you doing?” 

			Kali smirked. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m coming with you. I can’t let you have all the fun, slaying monsters and taking down gods.”

			His jaw dropped. “How’d you convince your father to let you come with us?”

			“I didn’t. He’s asleep. Wake those two up. It’s time to go.” Zoey began shaking Diana and Darko awake. 

			“How are we going to get around all the guards?” Andy asked. “All the watchtowers?”

			“We’ll sneak past them,” Kali said with a shrug. Diana and Darko sat up and yawned, and when Diana caught sight of Kali, she rubbed her widened eyes as if in disbelief. “Get up, Princess. It’s time to go.”

			Diana shook her head. “If you leave, your dad will come after us.”

			“He won’t catch us if we hurry,” Kali said. 

			Diana huffed. “Fine.” Zoey grinned and gave Andy a high five. Darko beamed.

			Kali introduced her green-eyed pegasus as Luna, whom she’d “borrowed” from her friend Dev. In her pack were a couple of spears she’d taken, safely secured. 

			“We have the Helm and Medusa’s head,” Zoey said. “What now? How are we going to reach Poseidon’s palace?”

			“I’m not sure yet. It’s deep in the ocean,” Diana said. “For now we’ll head toward the twelve cities. From there we’ll steal whatever we may need and figure out a way into the palace.” They all nodded in reply.

			Zoey and Diana climbed onto Aladdin’s back, while Andy and Darko hoisted themselves onto Ajax. Together, they soared into the night. 

			*~*~*~

			After Diana, Andy, and Zoey disappeared from Hades, Karter stayed with Spencer. He cried, he screamed. He kicked the pile of bones around the room. He tore Persephone’s throne of wildflowers and vines to shreds. Once he calmed, he cradled Spencer’s head in his lap, praying to whatever god was listening to have mercy on Spencer’s soul. 

			He had no idea how much time had passed, but eventually the Furies began to regenerate, their flesh melding back together, their bones cracking into place. Before they could fully heal themselves, Karter let out a final defeated sob and bid Spencer farewell, then closed his eyes and took a bite of the golden apple. 

			When he opened his eyes again, he’d escaped Hades and was sitting outside the entrance. He wandered for a while, lost in the fog, the cold night air numbing his wounds. His chest burned. His body had been pushed past the point of exhaustion. He looked up at the stars, searching for Asteria, trying to call for her, but his throat was so parched he couldn’t get the words out. 

			Where was she? She’d told him to go to Hades, that if he did, he could save Spencer. He’d done what she said, and still, Spencer was dead. As a goddess of prophetic dreams, had she known that was his true fate? Or had she just made a mistake?

			A few tears slipped down his cheeks, despair overcoming him. He had nothing to live for. Syrena and Spencer were dead. Asteria was nowhere to be found. If his father found out what he’d done, he’d surely be executed. His knees buckled. He fell face-first onto the rocky ground, his vision going black.

			When he woke, he found himself sprawled on the floor of a small cave, the moon shining on his clammy, feverish face. 

			He sat up in panic. How much time had passed? How had he arrived there? Had his father discovered what happened? Had Hades and Persephone managed to escape Tartarus and regenerate themselves?

			Three dark figures stepped into the cave, blocking the light of the moon. “And the Son of Zeus awakens,” the familiar, seductive voice of a young woman said.

			Karter peered at the figures, his eyesight adjusting to the dark. “Violet? Is that you?” 

			The young woman laughed and approached him, her wavy blonde locks bouncing against her hips. She was as tall as he, her slender tan frame dressed with peach robes. She puckered her lips and blew him a kiss, her opalescent eyes glittering pink and green and silver even in the dark. 

			Karter clenched his jaw and avoided her gaze. If one looked too long at Violet—a very easy thing to do—and if she willed it, if they didn’t already have strong feelings for someone else, they fell madly in love with her. As a Daughter of Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love and Beauty herself, she’d discovered over time it was her most useful power. 

			At one time, Karter and Violet had dated. He’d fallen in love with her. Whether it was for the real her or because of her child-of-Aphrodite powers, he had no idea, but nevertheless, he’d fallen in love with her. After he’d attained his scar, she’d broken it off with him. She’d said he was a shame to the demigods of Olympus, and there was no point in surrounding herself with ugly, unlovable things like scars. 

			“You look awful, Karter,” Violet said. “More awful than I’ve ever seen. It’s sad. You used to be so handsome.”

			Karter snorted. “Glad you noticed.” A wave of intense nausea hit him, his vision spinning. He cupped his forehead. “I feel worse than I ever have, too. What’s going on?”

			The other two figures stepped toward Karter. The first was a young woman a bit shorter and stouter than Violet, with a bush of tight burgundy coils piled atop her head. Layla, Daughter of Ares, God of War. Then a muscular young man, the shortest of the bunch, with dark-olive skin, smooth black hair, and a crooked smile. Xander, Son of Hermes, Messenger of the Gods. 

			Layla smirked. “We found you nearly dead close to the entrance of Hades.”

			“But what are you doing all the way out here?” Karter said. 

			“We’re on a mission for Zeus, naturally,” Violet said. “With Syrena dead and you and Spencer on the lookout for Diana, our team was the next in line to go.”

			Karter groaned, his stomach churning. “My wounds . . . I’m . . .”

			“You’re dying of infection,” Xander said. “But Zeus wants you in Olympus alive, so we have to hurry and get you there.”

			“What? Zeus wants— But why?”

			Layla chuckled. “He knows what you did in Hades. We all do. The Furies contacted him after it happened. And now it’s our job to take you back.”

			Karter’s heart sank. His father knew what he’d done, and soon he’d be executed, joining Syrena and Spencer in death. What had become of their souls, and what would become of his? He turned away from his fellow demigods and retched. 

			*~*~*~

			The group soared across the pink clouds of a golden sunrise, over Andy and Zoey’s destroyed city. 

			The sight made Andy think of his best friend, his sister, his mother, his father, and Spencer. Although he missed them more than he could express, the memory of them filled him with soothing warmth. He couldn’t see them, even through the Helm, but that was okay. He’d be all right. They’d always be a part of him, even in death. He couldn’t save them, but maybe he could save the rest of the world. 

			He hoped to make them proud.

			He looked over at Zoey, who watched the debris pass below as she clung to Diana on the back of Aladdin. Soon, he thought. I’ll tell her how I feel. Her gaze met his, and she gave him a tired smile, her brilliant blue eyes shining in the sunrise. 
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			Chapter One

			FATE
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			Sixteen years before the Storm . . . 

			January 5th, 2002

			Anteros shook as he flew toward the Olympian palace, forcing himself to flap his feathered, butterfly-shaped wings despite the fact they wore heavy on his back from all the travel. He’d used most of his strength flying to Earth and back, so much he wasn’t sure he’d ever recover. But he’d done it for the love of his immortal life; he’d done it for Calliope. 

			Around him, stars of the galaxy twinkled, while colorful planets orbited a blazing sun. The sight was truly one to behold, and usually such a thing would entrance Anteros and leave him giddy. However, today was different. 

			He gasped for air. Sweat seeped from his skin, the electrifying power which usually coursed through his body nearly frozen in his veins. He balled his fists, rage boiling in his gut. This is all Zeus’s doing, he thought. Zeus is the reason she’s gone. 

			He approached the giant mass of floating rock which now held the pearlescent palace, the same giant mass of floating rock that had held it ever since the gods had been deemed no more than myth by humanity many years ago. For thousands of years they had resided on Earth, but ever since humanity had ceased to worship the gods, most of them were no longer powerful enough to reside permanently on the planet without using an unbelievable amount of strength. So, they took a place among the stars, watching mortals from afar. 

			The gods, since then, had desperately hoped those on Earth would at least remember their names and all the grand things they’d done in their lives; it was the only way they wouldn’t fade away entirely.

			Anteros landed at the front of the palace, on the glistening steps leading toward the entryway doors. He wiped the sweat from his brow, then charged inside, ready to confront Zeus about the atrocious crime the King of the Gods had committed.

			Anteros’s bare feet pounded against the golden tiled floor. A brilliant view of the galaxy beyond was visible through the wide, arched windows, the halls lined with marble statues of deities. Music and chatter resounded from one of the main dining halls. They must be having a party, he thought, and raced toward the sounds.

			He reached the brightly lit dining hall, full of gods and goddesses talking, dancing, and feasting. Tall columns supported the chamber’s curved marble ceiling, which featured carvings of the Olympians and other powerful deities performing insurmountable tasks: Artemis as she placed Orion’s body among the stars, Dionysus as he fought Death to free his mother from the Underworld, Athena as she sent a storm to destroy a fleet of ships in the Trojan War, Zeus as he cast Typhon, the Father of Monsters, into Tartarus. 

			Anteros glanced around the room, trying to spot Zeus, but the giant bearded god was nowhere to be seen. Anteros spun on his heel and darted toward Zeus’s bedchamber. I have to find him. 

			After almost twenty minutes of running through the palace halls, Anteros reached Zeus’s bedchamber door. The barrier towered above Anteros, intricate designs of storm clouds, lightning bolts, and peacock feathers carved into the wood. Anteros didn’t bother to knock, and instead shoved the door open and stumbled into the room. 

			The room was grand, almost as large as one of the palace’s dining halls, although it was meant for only two: Zeus and his wife, Hera. The columns, walls, and ceiling were white with golden swirls winding up from the floor, the canopied bed and the rest of the room’s furniture a deep royal blue. 

			At the far end of the room, wide steps led into a glowing, bubbling pool of water. There, a woman with long brown hair bathed, stroking what looked like a miniature Earth, which floated just above the center of the pool.

			The woman turned toward Anteros and gave him a piercing glare. “What do you think you’re doing in here?”

			Anteros fell on one knee. “Hera, Queen of the Gods. I mean you no disrespect.” He cleared his throat. “I’m searching for Zeus. It’s urgent. I must speak with him immediately.”

			Hera rolled her eyes. “Zeus is in the garden, no doubt spending his night with some common whore.” Her lips curled into a sinister smile, and she turned her attention back to the miniature Earth. “Whoever she is will regret it tomorrow.”

			Anteros stood and gave Hera a bow, then dashed out of the bedchamber, leapt into the air, and flew toward the back of the palace—in the direction of the Garden of Olympus. 

			Once Anteros entered the garden, which alone was half the palace’s size, he flew overhead, keeping his eyes peeled for Zeus and whatever mistress the god was surely involved with this time. Cypress trees lined the garden’s edge, while the rest of the space was a maze of bushes, statues, flowers, and fountains trickling into ponds. 

			Within minutes he spotted a thicket of rustling bushes. Kissing sounds and girlish giggles wafted up from it. He swooped down toward the thicket, and just as his feet met the dewy grass, Zeus and a pretty Dryad emerged from the bushes. Their cheeks were flushed, their robes and hair a mess. When they saw Anteros, Zeus narrowed his eyes, and the nymph gasped. 

			Zeus rested a hand on her shoulder. “Run along, my dear. I think Anteros and I have something to discuss privately.” She nodded and scurried away. 

			Once the nymph was out of sight, Anteros squared his shoulders and looked up at Zeus. The King of the Gods was over a foot taller than Anteros, his power greater than any other god’s, but still Anteros did not cower. “I know the truth about Calliope,” Anteros said. “I know it in full.”

			They began to circle each other. “Do you, now?” Zeus sneered. “Because if you did, I think you’d be far too terrified to tell me so. Unless you’re even more of a fool than I thought.”

			Anteros let out a cold laugh. “I may be a fool, but at least I have a sense of justice. At least I am no coward.” He paused and softened his tone. “The Fates told me that if I faced you now, if I found you as soon as I reached home, you’d agree to reunite me with her. Please, bring her back. Do as I say, and I won’t tell anyone what you did to her. Not a single deity. We can leave all of this in the past.”

			Zeus chortled. “And if I don’t agree to your deal?”

			“Then I will tell everyone.” Anteros flew up, up, up, reaching for the bow and quiver of arrows slung over his back. “And they’ll know what kind of king you really are.”

			“Fine,” Zeus replied, jumping into the air. “You shall have your wish. I will reunite you with your beloved Calliope.” 

			Zeus seized Anteros by the throat with one hand and clutched both his wrists with the other. Anteros cried out, trying to wriggle free, but Zeus tightened his grip.

			Sparks of electricity crackled from Zeus’s palms. The energy lengthened and twisted, forming a hissing, arcing rope of lightning which bound itself around Anteros’s neck and arms, scorching his skin. Smoke curled off his body, his wings folding in on themselves. 

			Zeus pulled his hands away and glided across the garden, dragging Anteros along by the lightning-rope. “Visiting the Fates and telling me about it was an unwise decision. But you will not have to regret the decision for long.”

			Anteros opened his mouth to speak, but what came out was barely more than a whisper, his throat raw. “I would do it a million times over if it meant seeing Calliope again.” Zeus chuckled at the reply.

			Within minutes they reached the end of the garden farthest from the palace, at the edge of the jagged rock which the gods resided on. Zeus pushed past the last of the trees. Earth, far below them, became visible. 

			“For the last several thousand years,” Zeus began, “I believed the only way a god could die was if no one believed in him and he slowly faded away. But now I know that to be false.” He grabbed a fistful of Anteros’s hair and dangled him over the edge. “Tell Calliope I say hello.”

			Anteros tried to scream, but he felt as if flames were crawling up his esophagus, and the sound caught in his throat. He tried to flap his wings, tried to break free of the lightning-rope, but he couldn’t move. 

			Zeus reared his arm back and hurled Anteros off the edge of the rock. Anteros shot toward Earth, and the endless galaxy around him morphed into a blur of black-and-white lines. 

			Only a few seconds passed, and then Anteros slammed through what felt like a stone wall, his bones cracking. Once he’d made it through the first, he shot through a second, then a third, then a fourth, electrifying agony racking his body. 

			He rammed through a fifth wall, and finally the pain grew unbearable. The sensation was that of dozens of scorpions stinging his skin and, at the same time, of a parasite devouring his insides. It felt as if the molecules making him him were being torn apart. 

			Anteros collided with a sixth wall, but this time he couldn’t break through to the other side. For a moment he wished he were dead, that he could die. 

			And then he did.

			*~*~*~

			Now . . .

			Summer, Year 500 AS

			The lair of the Fates—the deities who controlled every living being’s thread of life—was exactly as Zoey remembered it. It was deep inside a cave farther east from where they’d come, with millions of blue strings woven through the vine-and-flower walls and over the grassy floor. In the center of the cavern, candles were scattered around a wooden spinning wheel.

			Once the group landed on the floor of the cavern, Zoey and Diana jumped off the back of the pegasus they rode most frequently, Aladdin, while Andy and Darko climbed off Ajax, and Kali hopped off Luna. Zoey glanced around the lair. The three goddesses were nowhere in sight. 

			Diana tucked her shoulder-length blonde hair behind her ears. “Hello? Please, show yourselves. We need your help again.” 

			Kali sauntered to Diana’s side. “Took us long enough to find this place, and now they aren’t even home? I hope we didn’t come here for nothing.” Sarcasm laced her tone, a smirk on her lips.

			Diana shot Kali a glare. “First of all, three days is not a very long time. And second, the last two times I’ve visited the Fates, it took them a little bit before they appeared. Be patient.”

			Kali crossed her arms. “No need to get defensive, Princess.” 

			Diana jabbed a finger at Kali and opened her mouth to come back with what Zoey assumed was a snarky reply, but before she could say a word, Zoey rolled her eyes and stepped between them, throwing her hands in the air. 

			Well, at least, she threw one hand in the air. During their quest to Hades less than a week ago, her right hand had been cut off and sucked into the pit of Tartarus in a nasty fight against the Queen of the Underworld, Persephone. Diana had healed Zoey’s injury as best she could, but Zoey was left with a fleshy stump stopping at her wrist. 

			Zoey had practically forgotten she was even missing a hand, and she could still feel it there. She could rotate it at the wrist and wiggle its fingers in her mind’s eye. But then she’d look down, and with a pang of grief she’d realize it was gone. 

			It frustrated her and took a lot of effort to get used to; everything was backward now, and she felt ridiculously uncoordinated. Her right hand had been her dominant hand, and anytime she went to grab anything, she still reached with it. But when she went to clasp her fingers around an object, she only grabbed air, and then she’d remember to use her left hand instead. 

			Zoey lowered her arms, glancing between Diana and Kali. “Would you two cut it out already, or at least save it for later? I’m sure the Fates don’t care to hear your bickering.”

			Familiar cackles echoed through the air, and smoke curled up from the grass. “On the contrary,” began the disembodied voice of an elderly woman. “The petty squabbles of mortals are most entertaining.” The smoke grew until it formed three bony old ladies clothed in long robes, with pupil-less eyes glowing blue. Zoey recognized the old ladies right away. They were the Fates: Lachesis, Clotho, and Atropos. 

			Lachesis stepped forward. “Welcome. We knew you’d be visiting us again soon.”

			“What is it that brings you back?” Atropos asked, grinning.

			Andy adjusted his glasses. “We figured you already knew. You know, since you ‘see everything’ and all.”

			“Oh, we do,” Clotho said. “Atropos likes to tease.”

			Lachesis cleared her throat. “Daughter of Apollo, I will get right to answering your question. I am sorry, but we cannot offer an alternative way into Poseidon’s palace for you. You’re going to have to use the route you know.”

			Diana knows a way into Poseidon’s palace already? Zoey thought, confused. Diana had said she didn’t know how to get there, and that was why they were visiting the Fates now. They needed the Fates’ help to reach Poseidon. Stealing his Trident was the next step in their quest.

			“Diana, I thought you had no idea how to get there,” Andy said. “What do they mean, the route you know?”

			Diana ignored his inquiry, staring hard at the Fates. “No, there has to be another way to get in. Going through the Labyrinth—I mean, even if we found our way to the center, we’d still have to kill the Minotaur, and even if we managed to slay him, we still couldn’t use the palace’s portal.”

			“Wait, what?” Zoey asked. “There’s a portal into Poseidon’s palace?”

			“You mentioned the Labyrinth,” Andy added. “And the Minotaur. I think I read something about that on the internet once. Isn’t the Minotaur a monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man? The one who lived in a labyrinth-maze-thing and ate a bunch of kids every once in a while, like a sort of sacrificial ritual?”

			Diana nodded. “Yes. In the old days, the ruler of Crete—his name was King Minos—well, his only son had been killed in Athens during the Athenian Games because the Athenians were jealous of the prince’s skill. King Minos was ready to go to war with Athens because of this, and to appease the king, the Athenians agreed to send seven boys and seven girls to the Labyrinth once a year, as food for the Minotaur, and as justice for the prince’s death.” 

			“Uh, okay, more important than the history surrounding this monster,” Zoey interrupted. “You mentioned a portal in the Labyrinth. The palace’s portal. I’m assuming you meant Poseidon’s palace. Why don’t we just use that?”

			“Because going there is out of the question,” Diana answered. “It’s in the center of the most complicated labyrinth ever constructed—well, at least, it’s in the center of a replica of the most complicated labyrinth ever constructed. The portal is also guarded by the Minotaur, which happens to be one of the most feared monsters from the old days. He’s said to live in the center of the Labyrinth now, right alongside the portal. Plus, even if we made it through the Labyrinth and killed the Minotaur, it would be for nothing. No one except Poseidon himself can use the portal. If another god tries to use it, they’re ejected from it, and if a demigod or regular mortal tries to use it, they’re killed.”

			“What’s the point of this portal, anyway?” Andy asked. 

			“Poseidon uses it any time he needs to make a trip to the mainland as ordered by Zeus,” Diana replied. “The Labyrinth is located just beneath his city, so it makes for easy travel. He could use his god-powers to manifest into his city, but without a mortal making a sacrifice to him for the specific purpose of traveling that many thousands of miles, it would more than likely tire him out. It takes a lot of power. Sure, he’d regenerate and be fine, but gods are lazy. They don’t like to use much energy if they don’t have to. So, as an alternative to making the trip every time Zeus needs Poseidon to do something, Zeus permitted him to construct the portal. Since Poseidon had a part in creating the Minotaur, he decided to rebuild the Labyrinth, and to put the monster back inside it to guard a portal that demigods and men can’t even use.”

			“Hey, that’s right,” Darko said, snapping his fingers. “Poseidon did contribute to creating the Minotaur. It makes sense he’d use that monster to guard his portal. When King Minos was fighting with his brothers over who would rule Crete, Minos prayed to Poseidon to give them a sign that Minos was meant to rule, since no one would question the authority of a god on that sort of stuff. Poseidon sent him a snow-white bull as a sign, and in return for being made king, Minos was supposed to sacrifice the bull to Poseidon. But by the time Minos became king, he’d grown attached to the bull, and tried to trick Poseidon by sacrificing a different one and hoping the god wouldn’t notice. 

			“Obviously Minos didn’t trick Poseidon at all, and Poseidon was super mad. He asked Eros, Aphrodite’s son and a god of love, to make Minos’s wife, Pasiphae, fall in love with the snow-white bull. Eros did as Poseidon asked, and . . . well, the result of Pasiphae and the bull’s, uh, ‘union’ was the Minotaur.”

			Zoey grimaced. “Ew.”

			“That’s disgusting,” Andy said. 

			“I’m telling you guys right now we can’t risk entering the Labyrinth,” Diana said. “There has to be another way to reach the palace. A ship, a spell, a . . .” She trailed off, her gaze falling to the ground. 

			Atropos frowned and pulled out a pair of scissors from her robes. “You dare question the advice of the Fates?” She kneeled and began cutting the threads closest to her. “Do you forget we are all-powerful, all-knowing?”

			“Are you saying we won’t die if we use the portal?” Diana said. “Or that you guys are willing to counteract the enchantment on it so we can pass through?”

			Atropos laughed. “If you used the portal today, you would die. As for counteracting the enchantment, we will not. We have already helped you enough, Daughter of Apollo. We told you where the Chosen Two of the Prophecy were to be resurrected, explained how the gods can be defeated, and cast a protection spell on you and your allies against the gods. Granted, it cannot stop them from finding you if they physically stumble upon you, but even so you can ask no more from us. We have done all the universe permits.”

			Zoey creased her brow. “If we can’t go through the portal, and if you guys won’t cast a counter-spell on it, is there someone else who could?” 

			Clotho stepped forward. “There may be one.” 

			Atropos shot Clotho a glare. “They must struggle if they are to rise victorious. Tell them no more.”

			“They have already struggled much, and they will only continue to, even if I give them his name,” Clotho replied.

			“Who is it?” Zoey asked. 

			Clotho grinned. “Prometheus.” 

			“The Titan?” Darko blurted. 

			Atropos stood. “Indeed, the Titan.”

			Andy scratched his head. “Where can we find him?” 

			Lachesis gestured at Diana with one hand. “The Daughter of Apollo knows the answer to that question.”

			“Look at that, Princess,” Kali said with a wink, nudging Diana with her elbow. “You’re about to make yourself useful.” Diana’s eyebrow twitched. 

			Zoey bowed to the Fates, and the rest of the group followed her lead. “Thank you so much for your help,” she said. “I’m not sure how we can ever repay you.”

			“Free humanity from the gods,” Lachesis replied. “Give them back free will. That is all we have ever wanted from you. But like we said before, other than what we have already done, we can help you no more. You must earn your victory.”

			“They’ll earn it for sure,” Darko said. “They slayed Medusa all by themselves. They can do anything.” Zoey smiled, and Andy’s gaze softened. He put an arm around Darko’s shoulders and gave the satyr a squeeze.

			Atropos shooed them away with her hands. “Now go, be off with you.”

			Diana stepped forward, hands clasped behind her back. “Before we go, I had one last question for you, and before you shut me down, it doesn’t have anything to do with helping us. It’s more of a personal thing. My father—well, he hasn’t spoken to us since he healed me when Karter struck me with lightning. I’m afraid for his safety. Can—can you tell me what happened to him? Please?”

			Clotho and Lachesis shared a glance, their eyes sad. “Apollo was discovered helping you, child,” Clotho said. “Within a day, Zeus and Poseidon annihilated his city. The citizens who refused to flee, remaining loyal to him, were killed in the destruction.” 

			Zoey gasped and shared a look of shock with the rest of the group at this news, while Diana trembled, looking to the ground. “All those people . . . my father’s followers . . .” She wrung her hands. “What about my father, then? What has Zeus done with him?”

			“There are several potential outcomes for Apollo’s current predicament,” Lachesis replied. “But for now, Zeus holds him hostage on New Mount Olympus and plans to imprison him in Tartarus for his treachery.” 

			A sense of dread flooded Zoey’s senses, and everyone in the Fates’ lair went silent. Apollo had helped them so much with their quest, all to ensure his daughter’s safety. Now, because of it, his city was gone and he’d be thrown into the most horrible eternal prison Zoey could ever imagine existed: the blue flames of Tartarus. 

			A lump formed in Zoey’s throat. She swallowed it down and dabbed the tears from her eyes before they could trickle down her cheeks. 

			Kali stepped beside Diana and rested a hand on the Daughter of Apollo’s back. The demigod hung her head. “I had a feeling that was what happened to him, but I needed to ask. Thank you for telling me.”

			With that the group mounted their pegasi, not uttering a word, then flew through and out of the cave into the afternoon sunlight peeking between the hundreds of green pine trees towering above them. 

			They landed and climbed off the pegasi. Zoey cleared her throat. “So, once we find Prometheus, he’ll be able to help us through the portal into Poseidon’s palace. Hopefully. But where is he?”

			“About a day’s travel from Aphrodite City,” Diana said, her expression tight, as though she were trying to hold back a dozen emotions at once. Zoey couldn’t blame her, considering what the Fates had just told them about her father. “It’ll take us about a week to reach him. He’s imprisoned there, and every day the Caucasian Eagle comes and eats his liver. He’s immortal, obviously, so it just regenerates every night.”

			“Hey, I think I’ve heard about him before,” Andy said. “Isn’t the liver thing a punishment from Zeus for giving man fire, or something like that?”

			Diana nodded. “Yes. Prometheus made humans, and he gave them some abilities like the gods’, although they’re much weaker and, of course, mortal. Eventually Prometheus taught humans how to make fire, which was Zeus’s last straw. Zeus imprisoned Prometheus in the Caucasus Mountains with chains forged by Hephaestus, the Blacksmith of the Gods, and sent the Caucasian Eagle to eat his liver every day.”

			“But didn’t someone set him free?” Andy asked. “I thought someone helped him out eventually.”

			“He was set free by Heracles,” Diana replied. “Heracles slayed the Caucasian Eagle, and with their combined strength, the two broke Prometheus’s chains. He was free for a while, but nearly a century ago, he fell in love with a regular mortal woman who lived in one of the cities and they had a baby together. Zeus believed it was Prometheus’s way of trying to bring the ‘Dreaded Prophecy’ to fruition, considering Prometheus’s track record of helping out humanity, and then decided to re-imprison him the way he had been in the old days to avoid any sort of rebellion.”

			“Makes sense,” Andy remarked. “And freeing him from the eagle should be easy, considering we have Medusa’s head.”

			“Exactly,” Diana said. “With Medusa’s head, we can just turn the bird to stone. It’ll be easy and over in no time. Now, let’s gather some provisions and head his way.”

			Working together, the group stuffed their bags full of roots and berries. The pegasi grazed while they worked, and once they were satisfied with their findings, they mounted the pegasi and began their journey east.

			They soared over the forest and ruins of old cities for a long while, and as the day passed, the air grew slightly colder. While they flew, the wind bit Zoey’s cheeks, sending her into fits of shivers.

			When the sun began to set, Diana instructed the group to land and make camp. Just as they were about to descend toward the forest floor, the guttural roar of a bloodthirsty beast sounded from behind. 

			Zoey’s pulse quickened. She whipped her head around to see a flying lioness the size of a truck, leathery dragon wings attached to the creature’s back. From the monster’s neck arose a second head, but rather than another lioness’s, this one was that of a goat’s with razor-sharp teeth. Where her tail should have been, a writhing, hissing serpent stemmed from her rear. She roared again, and a line of orange fire blazed from her throat, searing the brisk evening air. 

			“What the hell is that thing?” Andy cried. 

			Diana shot the monster a glance. “It’s the Chimera. Darko, use Medusa’s head. Turn her to stone.”

			Darko fumbled to retrieve the sweatshirt holding Medusa’s head from his pack. As the group sped on, he tipped every which way, coming dangerously close to tumbling off Ajax and into the forest below. Just as he got the bundle out of his bag with shaking hands, the Chimera roared again. Her fiery breath grazed Ajax’s back legs. 

			The pegasus whinnied, halting midair. He kicked and thrashed, his hair sizzling, and Andy and Darko clung to him. The pegasus bucked them again, and the bundle slipped from Darko’s grasp. 

			Zoey’s stomach clenched as Medusa’s head plummeted toward the trees below.
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			Andy gripped Ajax’s neck for dear life, the sulfurous scent of scorched hair filling the air. As the pegasus writhed in the air, Andy knew just one slip of his hands could mean being thrown off. 

			Darko’s arms were wrapped tight around Andy’s waist. “Medusa’s head—I dropped it!”

			“Are you freaking kidding me?” Andy replied through clenched teeth. Without Medusa’s head, it was going to be a billion times harder to kill the monster, and they needed to do it before this thing charred them to a crisp. 

			Ajax bucked again, and Andy did his best to hold on and stroke the pegasus’s mane. “Shhhhh, it’s okay, Ajax,” Andy said. “You’re okay.”

			Diana directed Aladdin to face the Chimera and blasted several golden spheres of light at her. The monster dodged the attacks. Kali veered Luna toward her, spear in hand. Staying by the monster’s side, Kali sank the spear into her goat head’s throat. Kali wrenched the weapon in her neck, blood gushing from the wound. The lion head roared in distress as the goat head fell limp.

			Kali tugged the spear back, and just as Luna began to flap away from the Chimera, she swung her lion head toward them and roared again. A stream of fire shot for them. 

			“Kali!” Andy cried. 

			Kali yelped as the flames hit Luna’s wing and crept up her arm. Diana tried to direct Aladdin toward Kali and Luna, but the Chimera blocked them with another wave of fire. 

			Luna whinnied, flapping her unharmed wing frantically as smoke curled around them, but it was no use. Kali and her pegasus tumbled out of the pink sky and disappeared into the trees. Diana and Zoey screamed for them. 

			Crap, crap, CRAP! Andy thought, beads of sweat forming on his forehead, his muscles tense. “Hold on, Darko,” he said, and the satyr tightened his grip on Andy. 

			Andy squeezed his hands over Ajax’s mane, directed the panicked pegasus toward where Kali and Luna had fallen, and kicked his feet against the creature’s sides. Ajax heeded the command and they swooped down. 

			Within moments they reached the forest floor. Andy leapt off Ajax’s back, Darko close behind. They stumbled through the trees.

			“Kali! Luna! Where are you?” Andy called, heart hammering against his rib cage. No one answered.

			Soon they reached the edge of a stream, and Andy’s stomach twisted at what he saw. Kali lay beside the stream, facedown in the dirt, her body turned so that her burnt arm rested in the water. Beside Kali, Luna lay on her side, her injured wing mangled beneath her body. The pack of supplies Luna usually carried on her back had fallen a few yards away from her, the Helm of Darkness and the group’s bundle of spears scattered about the ground.

			Andy and Darko rushed toward them. Were Kali and the pegasus just injured, or had the fall killed them? 

			Andy grabbed Kali by the shoulders and turned her onto her back. She was unconscious, covered in grime and bruises, but her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Andy let out a sigh of relief.

			“Is she okay?” Darko asked. 

			“She’s alive at least,” Andy replied. “I don’t know about ‘okay’ though.”

			“Diana can heal her, I hope,” Darko said, glancing back to where they’d come from. “Why don’t you stay with her? I have to go find Medusa’s head.”

			Before the satyr could begin his search, a roar sounded from above. Flames rained down, setting several trees ablaze and broiling the air. The Chimera landed before them. She slammed her paws against the forest floor. The impact shook the earth.

			Diana and Zoey landed Aladdin alongside Andy and Darko and jumped off his back. The Chimera bounded toward the group.

			“How’re we supposed to kill that thing?” Darko cried. 

			The monster stopped and roared, sending a stream of fire toward the group. Diana conjured two spheres of light and chucked them at the attack. 

			“It’d have been simple if we could turn her to stone,” Diana said as the fire and light clashed. Upon collision they burst, sending sparks whizzing over the group’s heads. “But that’s not possible at the moment, so we’ll have to do something else.”

			Andy darted toward the group’s scattered supplies and seized two spears. “Was there someone who killed her in the old days?”

			The Chimera roared again and again, sending blasts of fire toward the group. Diana blocked the attacks with spheres of light. “Bellerophon did, yes,” she answered in a panicked tone. “He used his spear to lodge a block of lead in her throat. When she breathed fire, the lead melted, and she suffocated. But we don’t have any lead!”

			“We’ll have to find some other way, then,” Andy said, tossing a spear in Zoey’s direction and keeping the other for himself. She threw her handless arm in the air, trying to catch the spear, but it only clattered to the ground. She pressed her lips into a thin line and kneeled to pick it up awkwardly with her left hand. 

			Darko readied his bow and arrow while Diana continued blocking the Chimera’s attacks. “A little help, please?” she shouted. “Sometime today would be nice!” 

			Zoey ran toward the Chimera, ducking to avoid the flying sparks, weapon in hand. She brought her spear down on the Chimera’s leg, but the attack barely scraped through the monster’s fur. The monster snarled and swatted Zoey with a paw. Zoey yelped, tumbling backward, and crashed into a tree. 

			Andy’s nostrils flared. No one, no one messed with his friends and got away with it. 

			From the corner of his eye, Andy could see the Helm of Darkness as it lay on the forest floor, its metal gleaming in the light of the flames. Let’s see how you fare against us when I’m using that, he thought. 

			While Diana threw spheres of light and Darko shot arrow after arrow at the Chimera, Andy grabbed the Helm and pulled it over his head. Chills charged through his body. He held up a hand and wiggled his fingers, but they couldn’t be seen. He was cloaked with complete invisibility. 

			He advanced toward the Chimera, steering clear of the projectiles, then leapt onto her neck and pulled himself up by the thick, matted fur. The monster craned her head back and snapped her jaws. Her serpent tail hovered over Andy, hissing all the while. He raised the spear above his head, then, with all his strength, plunged the weapon down the monster’s throat.

			The Chimera shrieked and coughed, orange flames shooting from her mouth like cannonballs. Fire licked Andy’s hands. They erupted with searing pain, and he cried out, throwing himself off the monster’s neck. 

			Andy rolled across the forest floor. His head slammed against the ground. The Helm came loose and tumbled to the side. The Chimera turned toward him, rage in her eyes, the spear still caught in her throat.

			Diana darted in front of Andy as if to guard him from the monster and conjured a final sphere of light. She brought her hand back and chucked the sphere at the Chimera. The attack hit the creature in the side with such intense force she went flying backward into a cluster of trees. As she hit them, several branches impaled her body. Gooey moss-green fluid seeped from her wounds. She roared, her serpent tail shuddering, until finally she fell limp. 

			Diana gasped for breath and ran to Kali’s side. She lit her hands with golden light and placed them on Kali’s shoulders. The light expanded through Diana’s and Kali’s bodies like water after being dumped onto a hardwood floor, and they began to glow. 

			Andy pulled himself up and trudged toward them, trembling. Small tendrils of smoke curled off his bloodied and blistered hands. The acrid fumes coming from them smelled of charcoal and copper, and they stung as if someone had peeled off his skin and poured salt in the wounds. 

			Zoey climbed to her feet and made her way toward Andy. When she spotted his injuries, her eyes went wide. “Andy, your hands . . .”

			He groaned, wanting to scream out a volley of curses from the pain, but held them back and gritted his teeth. “I’ll be okay.”

			“I’ll heal you after these two,” Diana said, sweat already running down her face. She let her light fade, and Kali opened her eyes.

			Kali glanced around, her expression morphing from confusion to shock as she spotted Luna beside her. “Oh no.” She rested a hand on the pegasus’s stomach. “Diana? Can you—”

			“Uh, guys?” Zoey interrupted. “I think we need to go.”

			Andy looked over his shoulder, and his breath caught in his throat. The Chimera’s attacks had started several trees on fire during their fight. Now the crackling flames slithered along the grass and onto other trees, spreading like a viral infection through the forest around them.

			Ajax and Aladdin galloped toward Diana and Kali, whinnying frantically as though saying, If we don’t get going, we’ll be barbecued!

			“Zoey, Darko, and Kali, grab the Helm and as much of our supplies as you can,” Diana said, rushing toward the unconscious pegasus. She lit her hands. “I have to heal these guys, and then we need to get out of here.”

			“What about Medusa’s head?” Darko asked. “Should I look for it?”

			“It’s too late to worry about that now,” Diana said, placing her hands on Luna’s stomach. The glowing golden light expanded through Diana’s and Luna’s bodies. “Just grab what you can, and hurry.”

			Zoey gathered the Helm and tucked it under her arm. Darko ripped arrows out of the monster’s body and threw them into the quiver slung over his shoulder, while Kali retrieved their fallen spears and stuffed them into the nearest bag.

			Diana pulled away from Luna, and with the demigod’s help, the pegasus wearily climbed to her hooves. The wing that had been crushed under her body remained mangled, hanging limp at her side. 

			“What’s wrong with her wing?” Kali asked. 

			“Because all her weight was on it while I was healing her, it must not have healed properly,” Diana said, gasping for breath. “I’ll have to try again.”

			Andy looked over his shoulder. The flames crept closer to them. Blistering heat cooked his skin, smoke choking his lungs. “I don’t think we have enough time.”

			Zoey and Darko joined the rest of the group, and Zoey put the Helm in Kali’s pack. “Luna can’t fly like this,” Kali said. 

			“And I can’t direct Ajax with burnt hands,” Andy added, coughing. 

			A tree behind them split with a loud crack. It groaned and crashed to the forest floor, sending the group stumbling back. Sparks and ash rained over their heads. Ajax and Aladdin flapped their wings, bolting into the sky.

			“Run!” Diana cried. 

			The group splashed into the stream, Luna behind them. Cold, fast-moving water tugged on their feet, but they pressed on.

			They reached the bank, but still had not escaped the fire. More burning trees collapsed, two toward the stream. As they fell, the flames engulfing them spread to the vegetation on the other side of the water.

			The group dashed through the forest, zigzagging around roots and logs, fire on their heels. Andy’s throat grew drier every second. His heart felt as if it might burst. 

			As the group ran farther, the trees grew sparser, and soon they approached what looked like a clearing stretching for miles. For a moment, relief flooded Andy. Surely once they reached it, they could get a head start on the fire and maybe get some fresh air. 

			Crippling dread replaced relief as the group entered the clearing and halted at the edge of a jagged cliff. Nearly a hundred feet below, a wide dark lake beckoned them. 

			Andy clenched his jaw and cursed. He looked over his shoulder. The forest fire roared, closing in on them. “We have to jump.” He seized Zoey’s arm with one stinging hand, Darko’s with the other, then threw himself off the edge of the cliff. 

			As they fell at lightning speed, questions raced through Andy’s mind. What if there were rocks close enough to the top of the lake that they’d be injured or killed after breaking the surface? What if the impact alone was enough to render them unconscious, and they drowned? Or what if, even if they survived the fall, new monsters awaited them in the water’s black depths?

			We had to get away from the fire, he thought. This was our only chance. 

			They crashed into the lake feet-first, and Andy felt as if hundreds of icy rubber bands were snapping his skin. Murky water swallowed him, liquid swirling in his ears. His hands stung even worse than before, but he held tight to Zoey and Darko and kicked his feet, tugging them up with him. 

			He broke the surface and gasped for breath. Next to him, Zoey did the same, then Darko. 

			Zoey swung her head from side to side, her expression drawn in concern. “Where’re Diana and Kali?” 

			As if to answer the question, Diana burst from the water ten feet to the right, Kali close behind. Kali’s eyes were wide with panic. “L-Luna,” she sputtered. “We can’t pull her up.”

			Diana lit her hands with golden light as though she were about to heal someone. “C’mon, all of us together can save her.” She sucked in a breath and dove back under. The rest of them followed suit. 

			As the group swam down, fish scattered. Far below, the blurry outlines of sharp rocks and floating algae awaited them. 

			Diana led them farther down, and finally they spotted Luna. She floated through the water, her legs twisted at odd angles. Her eyes were closed, bubbles floating from her parted lips. Andy stroked and kicked, using all his might to reach the pegasus’s side as fast as he could despite the pain in his hands. 

			Finally, they reached her. Andy, Zoey, and Darko each grabbed her by a leg, while Kali and Diana swam underneath her and pressed their hands against her belly. Together, the group pushed. 

			Every muscle in Andy’s body burned. Within moments he felt as if his lungs were about to shrivel up. I need to breathe, he thought, and fought back the urge to gasp. Diana’s light seemed to grow dimmer and dimmer. I need to breathe. 

			Andy opened his mouth and sucked in a breath of the lake. His lungs filled with water. He kicked harder, trying to keep hold of Luna, but she slipped from his grasp. He tried to snatch her again, but something wrapped itself around him—something slippery, and even colder than the lake—and pulled him backward. 

			He shoved against whatever it was, jamming his elbow into it, but it only held onto him tighter. Shit, he thought. It’s a lake monster. It’s a lake monster, and we’re all dead. He imagined the creature that must have captured him: it was probably large enough to stomach a house and had rows of sharp teeth, with fifty-foot-long tentacles snaking around it . . .

			Andy gasped, sucking in another breath of water, and Diana’s light went out completely.

			*~*~*~

			Silence. It surrounded Karter, suffocating him with sinister claws. He had no one. Not a soul. No reason to fight. No reason to live. 

			His muscles ached, chills bolting through his veins, but he ran anyway. Ran through pitch-black caverns, unable to see even his hands when he held them up to his face. 

			“Karter,” called the familiar voice of a young man. “Karter, where are you?”

			Karter’s eyes filled with tears. It sounded like . . . “Spencer?” His knees trembled, his legs burning from the effort of it all. He was in so much pain, but if Spencer was still alive, if Spencer was looking for him, it didn’t matter. He would press on.

			The walls turned and twisted, his head spinning. 

			“Karter?”

			He kept running, sandals pounding against the rocky floors.

			“Where are you?”

			White light began flickering far ahead, illuminating the cavern. A short walk forward, a tall young man with deep-brown skin and a beautiful young woman with hazel eyes held their arms wide open, out to him.

			Karter’s body filled with soothing warmth. It was Spencer and Syrena, his two best friends, both back from the dead. 

			He had a reason to fight again. Had a reason to live. 

			He leapt toward them and fell into their arms. 

			“Spencer—Syrena—you’re alive.”

			“Spencer?” a young man who was not Spencer said. 

			“Syrena?” a young woman who couldn’t be Syrena said. 

			Karter’s heart sank. He looked up to find himself in the arms of two people who were familiar to him, but who certainly weren’t his best friends. 

			The first was a scrawny boy with youthful features and short brown hair. The second, a pretty girl with eyes the color of a clear summer sky and a mess of long curls hanging from her head. 

			It was Andy and Zoey. The two mortals Karter had helped in the Underworld in a desperate attempt to save Spencer’s life after Persephone had stabbed Spencer in the gut.

			Karter pulled away from them. “What’s going on?”

			Andy’s and Zoey’s expressions fell. 

			“How could you?” Zoey asked Karter, her tone accusatory. 

			“How could I what?”

			The white light faded, sucking the heat from Karter’s body as it disappeared. He hugged his sides and shot them a glare, his teeth chattering. “What’s going on?”

			The cavern shook. The ground beneath Karter’s feet split in two and opened into a black abyss. He scrambled to the side, tried to fly into the air, but it seemed as though he’d been stripped of his powers. He couldn’t escape. 

			He fell into the abyss. 

			As the darkness swallowed him whole, he screamed. All around him, the familiar voice of a woman, the familiar voice of Asteria, the Titan goddess who’d told him Spencer needed his help in Hades, said, “You must be strong. Your destined greatness awaits.” 

			Karter gasped, his eyes fluttering open. 

			There was thick forest overhead, the sun rising slowly. The smell of pine filled his nostrils, and sticky sweat soaked his skin. His head pounded, his throat parched, his stomach churning. The knife wounds on his side and thigh throbbed with hot pain. 

			He went to stretch, to climb to his feet and find some water, but thick rope bound his body tight. He cursed under his breath, remembering that Violet, Layla, and Xander had captured him for the crime of helping Andy and Zoey steal the Helm of Darkness and were taking him back to Olympus, where he’d face the punishment for his unforgivable sins.

			He tried to move again, tried to conjure his inherited child-of-Zeus strength and break apart the rope, but a burning sensation shot through his chest. He cried out. His wounds were weakening him. How long would it take for them to kill him?

			A low chuckle sounded beside him, and he jerked his head toward it, catching a glimpse of slick black hair and a crooked smile. 

			“Xander,” Karter said, his voice hoarse. 

			The Son of Hermes kneeled beside Karter. “Good morning, traitor.”

			“Where are we?” 

			“Just a week or so away from Olympus. Don’t worry, you’ll see your father soon enough”—Xander sneered, then kicked Karter hard in the gut—“and finally get what you deserve. May I say, I cannot wait to watch?”

			Karter caught his breath and prepared to snap back, but before he could say a word, the searing pain ripped through him again. I’m dead, he thought. Whether I make it home or escape them, this is it for me.

			Violet, Daughter of Aphrodite, and Layla, Daughter of Ares, stepped into sight. Violet fluffed her blonde hair, batting her eyelashes. “Now, now, Xander,” she said. “We still don’t know what it is Zeus wants to do with poor, ugly Karter. No need to fill his head with horrors that will make him want to escape us.”

			Xander stood. “Zeus executed Syrena just for trying to bring the prophecy to fruition. Karter helped the mortals from the Before Time navigate the Underworld, steal the Helm of Darkness, and put Hades and Persephone in Tartarus. Don’t think for a second Zeus would hesitate to kill even his own son for betraying the gods.”

			Violet placed a slender hand on her hip. “You’re not wrong.” She leaned over Karter, her opalescent eyes flashing. Karter avoided her gaze. If one stared too long into Violet’s eyes, and they didn’t have strong feelings for anyone else, they’d fall madly in love with her, which was the last thing he needed to happen right now. “However, Zeus has let him live this long, and it takes a special kind of power to do everything he’s done. Perhaps the gods have something interesting planned.” 

			Karter groaned. What was Violet thinking? Xander was right; Zeus wouldn’t hesitate to kill Karter after everything he’d done. 

			The demigod trio gathered their things and threw Karter onto the back of a pegasus, then mounted their own and flew in the direction of Olympus. 

			*~*~*~

			When Andy opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was Diana kneeling over him as though she’d just finished healing his injuries. However, she didn’t look near as sharp as usual; she looked fuzzy, like a low-quality photo. He reached up to his face and found his glasses were gone. 

			“Don’t worry,” Diana said. “Here you go.” She pulled them out from behind herself and handed them to Andy. 

			He took them and shoved them back on, several scratches and a crack riddling them now. It didn’t matter, though, because he was lucky they hadn’t yet been lost. He had no idea how they’d survived the group’s adventures thus far. “Thanks.” 

			He held his hands up, flexing them and wiggling his fingers. They no longer stung, nor were they sore, and although the last thing he remembered was drowning while also being attacked by a lake monster, he was perfectly dry. What had happened? How much time had passed? And where were they?

			He sat up and took in his surroundings. He was inside a two-story cabin he thought looked like the kind of place a fairy would make its home. Vines and orange lilies poked out and wrapped around the logs making up the walls and ceiling, sunlight pouring through the cabin’s multiple windows. Instead of wood, tile, or carpet, the floor consisted of lush grass that tickled his skin, and the furniture looked to be made of oversized speckled mushrooms. 

			On either side of him, Kali and Darko sat. Luna stood next to Darko, her wing and legs looking good as new. Kali grinned. “Good morning.”

			Andy jumped to his feet. They were missing an important member of their group. “Where’s Zoey? Is she okay?”

			Someone tapped his shoulder, and he swung around to find Zoey. She looked beautiful as ever despite all she’d endured, her eyes bright. “I’m fine, but thanks for the concern.”

			“What’s going on?” Andy asked. “We were trying to save Luna, and then . . .” Before he could finish his sentence, he caught sight of three girls standing behind Zoey. They were all short, about the height of Diana, and had to be around Andy’s age. They wore flowing forest-green dresses. Wildflowers adorned their necks, wrists, and ankles.

			The girl in the middle smiled and bowed. Her hair, long and auburn, hung in a braid over her shoulder. The soft curves of her body were pronounced, her cheeks plump. “Hello, Andy, one of the Chosen Two of the Prophecy,” she said, her voice sweeter than vanilla ice-cream with chocolate syrup drizzled on top. “My name is Eugenia, and I am head of the Dryads in this division of the forest.”

			Andy raised an eyebrow. “Dryads? What’s going on?” 

			The second girl hopped forward. Her skin and coiled locks were both deep shades of brown, and she wore a smile so cheerful it reminded Andy of daisies blooming on a spring day. “Dryads are nymphs of the trees and forests,” she chirped. “My name’s Harmony, by the way. It’s so nice to meet you.”

			“Nymphs?” Andy said. “Those are kind of like gods, right?”

			The third girl nodded, brushing back the wispy pieces of black hair that framed her sharp, pale face. “We are divine spirits who care for the plants and animals of our domain,” she said. “I am Narcissa. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

			“I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to meet you guys,” Andy began. “But if you’re like gods, why haven’t you killed us already? You mentioned the prophecy, so you know who we are. And what we’re planning to do, I’m assuming. So what in the hell is going on? Why haven’t you killed us or something?”

			Eugenia clicked her tongue. “How wonderful it is that our Chosen Two are both so clever. Both so full of questions. Allow us to explain ourselves, and surely that will clear the air.” 

			The Dryads walked past the group toward the door on the other side of the cabin. “Please, follow us,” Narcissa said, then opened the door. The Dryads stepped outside. 

			Andy shot the rest of the group a quizzical look, but they only shrugged in response. Luna sighed, blowing puffs of air out her nostrils. “We’re as much in the dark as you are,” Diana said. “They didn’t want to say exactly what was going on until everyone woke up and was fully healed. They only told me they had ‘pure intentions’ and that we ‘would be smart to trust them.’”

			“Oh, and that they rounded up Ajax and Aladdin for us,” Darko added. 

			Andy shrugged. “All right, sounds legit.” 

			The group followed the Dryads out the door onto the cabin’s deck, and when Andy stepped outside, his jaw dropped.

			The cabin was one of many—Andy guessed there were at least thirty—clustered in the forest. Bushes and gardens full of flowers, fruits, and vegetables consumed the space between the homes. Unlike Deltama Village, this place had no gates or walls to protect it, and Andy guessed that because the inhabitants were Dryads and probably had special abilities like the gods, they didn’t need protection from monsters; or maybe they had cast some sort of cloaking spell to keep themselves hidden. 

			Dozens more young girls dressed almost identically to Eugenia, Harmony, and Narcissa, whom Andy assumed were also Dryads, began gathering toward the group. Some slipped out from behind trees, some pulled themselves out of large bushes, and some seemed to appear from thin air. 

			Ajax and Aladdin trotted out of the trees and past the Dryads, whinnying with glee as they made their way to Kali and Luna. Kali smiled and hugged their necks, and Luna nuzzled their noses.

			“Soooo,” Andy began, turning toward Eugenia, Harmony, and Narcissa. “How did you guys save us from the lake monster?”

			Harmony giggled. “Oh, humans are silly. There are no lake monsters around here, and we didn’t save you from drowning. That was the Naiads.”

			Andy raised his eyebrows. “Naiads?”

			“That would be us,” a girl from the crowd said. Andy glanced over to see several young women waving at him. Although the young women appeared to be the same age as the Dryads, that was where their similarities stopped. These girls looked as if they’d just stepped out of a swimming pool, water dripping off them and creating puddles at their feet. They wore dresses woven from seaweed, their skin tinged with iridescent blue-and-green hues. 

			“Naiads are freshwater nymphs,” Harmony said. “The lake you jumped in is full of them.”

			“Yes,” Eugenia said. “Last night, when I saw our forest was ablaze, I rushed to the lake and asked the Naiads to put it out as quickly as possible. They can direct water with their hands, you see—and they sprayed water over the fire to stop it from destroying any more of our forest than it already had. Once they had finished their task, they discovered the five of you struggling to save your pegasus. We’d all heard rumors of the Chosen Two of the Prophecy storming into the Underworld and stealing Hades’s Helm of Darkness, and when the Naiads found the Helm in your pack, they knew who you were at once, and that the rumors were true. They carried you to the bank and made sure to direct the water out from your lungs, and after gathering her strength, the Daughter of Apollo healed your ailments. A few hours later, your other two pegasi came back, and we told them we would keep them safe if they would allow it.”

			“Thank you for putting out the fire and for saving us,” Zoey said, giving the Naiads a quick nod of gratitude. She turned back to Eugenia. “From everything you’ve told us, I’m assuming you aren’t too fond of the gods?”

			“None of the nymphs in this division of the forest agree with what the gods have done to humanity,” Eugenia said. “Nor what they have done to anyone else, really. Many of the world’s inhabitants suffer at their hands. In a small act to fight against them, we are part of an underground association where nymphs and astynomia unite for the greater good, founded by a Dryad who, long ago, lost the love of her life to the gods’ cruelty: a satyr astynomia. We help members of the astynomia who crave freedom escape the cities and reach Alikan Village.” She gestured at the cabins. “Hence the houses. The forest is our true home, as fresh water is home to the Naiads. But we constructed these houses for any satyrs passing through, so they may have a safe place to rest before continuing their journey.”

			At the mention of astynomia and Alikan Village, Andy’s heart sank, and he glanced at Darko, who stared down at his hooves. The satyr sniffled and rubbed his eyes. “That’s right,” he said. “My brother and I— Well, a couple weeks after we escaped Hermes City to get to Alikan Village, we stayed in a place like this. And the association you’re a part of—someone else you work with, I mean—told us about Alikan Village and helped us get out of the city. But you guys don’t look familiar, so I don’t think I’ve met any of you before.” 

			Harmony flashed Darko a smile. “You’ve never passed through here. I know for a fact. I would’ve remembered a satyr as cute as you.” Darko shot her a wide-eyed glance. 

			“You said you have a brother, but you are the only satyr here,” Narcissa said. “Where is he?”

			Darko nibbled on his thumbnail. “Um—well, Phoenix is dead.”

			Harmony put a hand on her heart. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 

			“It’s—it’s okay,” Darko said. “Him and I—we’d nearly made it to Alikan Village, but Medusa turned him to stone. Andy and Zoey slayed her, and we had her head—but I—I lost it when we were fighting the Chimera. I’m pretty sure it got burned up in the fire.”

			“It most definitely did,” Diana said, shaking her head. “And now everything will be harder. What with Zoey’s hand, Spencer’s death, the loss of my father’s help . . .”

			At the mentions of Spencer’s passing and her hand, Zoey’s face fell, while the more Diana listed the group’s troubles, the more Darko looked as if he were going to be sick.

			Andy shot Diana a quick glare, then rested a palm on Darko’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. It was an accident.” Darko continued chewing his nail, saying nothing and going back to staring at his hooves.

			Diana cleared her throat. “Uh, anyway, I hate to bring this up, but you mentioned Alikan Village, so I have to. In case you didn’t know, Alikan Village is gone. Zeus sent some demigods—Violet, Layla, and Xander—to kill everyone there.”

			Eugenia creased her brow and clasped her hands, and the rest of the nymphs in the crowd hung their heads. “Yes. We are aware of Alikan Village’s tragic annihilation, Daughter of Apollo. We helped many satyrs escape the cities and find their way there, and when we discovered what happened, we were both outraged and full of sorrow. Which is why, when the time comes for you to wage war on the gods, we’d like to pledge our loyalty to you—as members of your army.”

			“We believe in your cause,” Narcissa added. “And we intend to help you defeat the gods in any way we can.”

			Andy whistled. “Damn, that’s awesome. We’ll definitely need the help, thanks.” 

			“Yes, we will,” Diana said. “Thank you.”

			“No, thank you,” Eugenia replied, bowing. She clapped her hands twice, and in a flash of white light, a small drawstring sack made of green vines and grass appeared in her hands. “Please, use the contents of this bag to get ahold of us when you have decided you need our help. I’d recommend contacting us a few days in advance, depending on how far from here you are, though.”

			“What is it?” Zoey asked, taking the bag from her. 

			“An orange daylily,” Narcissa answered. “The officially appointed plant of our division of the forest.”

			Harmony grinned. “It’s also my favorite flower. Except this one’s a lot sturdier than the rest.”

			“How do we use a flower to get ahold of you?” Andy asked. 

			“Why, it’s not just any flower, Chosen One,” Eugenia said. “It’s one of our messenger flowers. To reach us, burn it and ask the flames to allow you to speak with the ones who gave it to you. Now, I believe it’s time for you to be on your way.” 

			Diana mounted Aladdin, Kali Luna. “You’re right,” Diana said. “The world isn’t going to save itself. Let’s go.”

			“I’m not sure how we can ever repay you,” Zoey said, following suit of Diana. 

			“Give everyone back their free will, and that will be enough,” Eugenia said. 

			Darko climbed onto Ajax’s back, and Harmony gave him a quick glance. “We’ll see you again. Soon, I hope.” 

			“Yeah, sure,” the satyr squeaked, then swallowed hard. Andy stifled a chuckle. He knew all too well how hard it was to talk to a pretty girl; he’d had his fair share of awkward moments with Zoey, and he was sure there’d be more to come considering he still didn’t know if she reciprocated how he felt about her. 

			The group waved goodbye to the nymphs. The nymphs waved back, and the group took to the sky. 

			They flew northeast for most of the day, and a few hours before the sun began to set, Diana directed them to land in the shelter of the forest. 

			“All right, guys, we need to talk,” Diana said seriously as they climbed off the pegasi. 

			“Why?” Andy asked. “What’s wrong?”

			Diana crossed her arms. “Our circumstances have changed. Things are more dire than ever before, for a couple of reasons.” Her gaze darted between Zoey and Darko. 

			“What do you mean by that, Princess?” Kali asked, hands on her hips. “I thought things were looking pretty good for us since we talked to the Fates.”

			“First of all,” Diana began, “we’re down a ton of magical resources. My father is Zeus’s captive and is going to be put in Tartarus, and Spencer is . . .” She paused, her expression falling. “Well, you know. He’s gone—alongside Syrena. Second off, we lost Medusa’s head. Because of that, we’re going to have to fight every monster we come across rather than just turning them to stone. And third, Zoey’s hand got chopped off in Hades. I think that point is self-explanatory.”

			At Diana’s words, Darko seemed to shrink in on himself with shame, while Zoey did so with sadness, and Andy balled his fists. “Is all this stuff such a big deal that we need to bring it up like this?” he said. “I mean, I’m really sorry about Apollo. I think we’re all sorry about him. I know it’s been hard for you that Syrena is dead, and it’s hard for all of us to accept that Spencer is gone.” A lump formed in his throat as he spoke Spencer’s name. He gulped it down. “But—well, I think Zoey and Darko already feel bad enough about their stuff already. Can’t we just drop it?”

			Diana sighed. “Look, I’m not trying to make anyone feel bad. I’m not mad about Zoey’s hand or the head. I’m just trying to emphasize the fact that things are going to be more difficult than before. We need to be aware of that, and we need to at the very least double the amount of time we’re training every day, starting today, so we’re prepared for anything regardless of our drawbacks.”

			“Is that it?” Andy asked. 

			“Well, yeah,” Diana said. 

			“And did you have to make such a big deal about it?”

			Diana opened her mouth as if she was about to argue, and Kali stepped between them. “Okay, quit, you two,” Kali said. “We get it. Andy doesn’t want anyone to have hurt feelings, and Diana thinks we need to train longer so we don’t, you know, die. Is this really cause for a fight, or are you both just being touchy?”

			Andy and Diana shared a look. He didn’t want to fight with her; he just didn’t want Zoey and Darko to feel any worse than they already did. Then again, he thought, she isn’t wrong. Things are about to become way more difficult with everything we have up against us . . . Maybe she was right to bring it up.

			“I’m sorry,” Andy finally said. “You’re right, Diana. This stuff might be hard to talk about, but we need to. More than anything else, though, we need to keep training for what’s to come.”

			“Then let’s begin,” Diana replied.
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			Chapter Three

			PROMETHEUS
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			Zoey cursed and threw down her spear. 

			While she was getting her butt kicked by Diana, each fight between them more pathetic than the last, Andy, Darko, and Kali seemed to be having a grand old time a hundred feet away, laughing and joking as they battled each other. Any moment those three went unsupervised during training, they acted as if this were a spitting contest rather than incredibly important time when the group was supposed to prepare to take on the gods. 

			Zoey didn’t hate them for having fun. In fact, a part of her wished she could join in. But she felt as if she sucked at fighting now. Earlier that evening, Diana had even announced to the entire group how much of a liability Zoey was since she’d lost her hand and how they needed to train twice as long every night because of it. 

			Sure, Diana had attributed the longer training times to the fact that Darko lost Medusa’s head and the group’s other disadvantages as well. However, Zoey was pretty sure the demigod wouldn’t be making such a big deal about these things if Zoey weren’t so incapable of defending herself now, and Zoey hated it more than anything. Somehow, she had to get her fighting skills back to where they’d been before. 

			“What’s wrong?” Diana asked. 

			“When is this gonna be easier?” Zoey asked. “It seems like I’m doing worse than before I had any training at all.” 

			Diana brushed some dirt off her dress. “It’s not going to get easier for a long time. You lost a whole body part. Now you have to relearn things.” 

			“I feel like a little kid. I can hardly do anything. If a monster came after me and I was all by myself—”

			“Quit being so hard on yourself,” Diana interrupted. “Things will get better with practice, which is why we’re doing more of it.” The demigod glanced over at the rest of the group as they goofed off. Kali knocked Andy over with the handle of her spear, and he face-planted into the forest floor. He sat up, blades of grass plastered to his cheeks, and Darko and Kali laughed and high-fived.

			“Speaking of practice,” Diana continued. “I think we have time for some more sparring before dinner. Why don’t I get Andy over here to fight with you and I’ll take on Kali and Darko? Then at least we’ll know they aren’t getting distracted again. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear they weren’t above the age of ten.” 

			Zoey giggled. “You’re sure they aren’t?” 

			Diana gave Zoey a mischievous smile and ran toward Andy, Darko, and Kali, chucking two spheres of light at them. At the sight of the attacks hurtling toward them, Darko jumped to attention. He seized a couple of arrows from his quiver and loosed them one after the other at the spheres with incredible accuracy. As the projectiles whizzed through the spheres, their light dispersed into hundreds of golden sparks, then finally disappeared altogether.

			“Holy gods of Olympus, Darko,” Diana said, stopping in her tracks. “That was amazing. You’re getting so much better!”

			“Thanks,” Darko replied as he gathered up his arrows. “I think watching you with your bow has helped me the most.”

			Diana stood up a little straighter at Darko’s words. “Glad to hear it.”

			Kali poked the air in Diana’s direction with the tip of her spear and grinned. “You’re really choked up about this, aren’t you, Princess?”

			“As a matter of fact, I am,” Diana said, then conjured another sphere of light, keeping her gaze on Kali’s the whole time. “Andy, go spar with Zoey while I teach these guys a thing or two.”

			Andy scrambled out of the way as Diana began flinging attacks at Darko and Kali, then stood, wiped the grass off his face, and lowered his weapon. 

			“Get your spear ready,” Zoey said, picking up her own as Andy walked to her side. “We’re supposed to be sparring each other.”

			“I know,” Andy replied. “But I was thinking, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

			“Okay, what’s up?”

			“I’ve been thinking that maybe from now on, whenever we’re fighting a monster—or anything, really—you should wear the Helm.”

			“Okay. Why?”

			“Well . . .” He scratched the back of his head. “Based on the stuff Diana brought up earlier, I think it would be safer for you if you stayed invisible to our opponents.”

			Zoey averted her gaze from his, her heart sinking. “I don’t want to always have to rely on the Helm, though. Like, what if something happens, and I can’t get to it? I need to be able to defend myself if things go wrong.”

			“I know,” Andy said, stepping forward and resting a hand on her shoulder. “But I really think you should for now. At least until you get used to fighting with one hand.”

			Zoey laughed coldly and pulled away from him. “Look, I guess if it makes you feel better, I can use the Helm most of the time, okay? But I’m not going to improve any if we just keep standing around and talking about how much I suck instead of actually fighting, so could you please get your spear ready and fight me?”

			“All right,” Andy said with a sigh. He raised his weapon and they began to spar. Tears battled to spring from Zoey’s eyes the entire time, but she held them back with all her might. 

			Later that night, when the sun had finally set, Diana caught several rabbits and made a fire. The rest of the group set up camp. When it came time to prepare their meal, just as Diana was about to cook the meat over the flames, Kali made her way to Diana’s side. 

			“Hey, mind if I take a crack at that?” Kali asked. 

			Diana raised a brow. “Take a crack at what?”

			“Cooking the rabbit.”

			“What’s wrong with the way I cook it?” 

			“Well . . .” Kali shared a knowing look with Zoey, who stood on the other side of the fire beside Andy and Darko, both of whom were chopping roots while the pegasi grazed nearby. “Nothing, really. I just thought it might be fun to try.” 

			“Making dinner for everyone is a huge responsibility,” Diana replied, shish-kebabbing the rabbits with a couple of sharp sticks. The rest of the group stifled laughter. “What’s so funny?” Diana asked. “I’m being serious.”

			Kali took the sticks from Diana and began turning them over the flames. “I’ll be honest with you, Princess. You burn the meat every time. Now, that’s not necessarily a bad thing, but people like a little variety in their meals, and I think all of us are, quite frankly, sick of the taste of charred rabbit flesh. So, I’m taking the ‘huge responsibility’ of making dinner tonight. Because, well, I have skills.”

			“You have skills?” Diana said. 

			“In cooking, yes. Why do you think the feast in my village was so delicious? The folks of Deltama Village know how to eat.”

			Diana snorted and smiled mischievously. “I just hope you’re a better cook than you are a fighter. Otherwise, we’re all doomed.”

			Kali chuckled and shook her head, turning the rabbits. “I’m no ‘Diana, Daughter of Apollo’ when it comes to battle, but I’ve been known to hold my own, at least in comparison to everyone else in my village.”

			“Ha-ha,” Diana said, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Sure.”

			When the meal was prepared and Zoey took a bite of what Kali had made the group, she quickly realized Kali wasn’t kidding about possessing great cooking skills. The meat was tender, moist, and flavorful. How Kali pulled it off, Zoey wasn’t sure, but she didn’t really care. She hadn’t eaten something this tasty since the feast in Deltama Village. 

			“Oh my God,” Andy said as he chewed. “This is amazing.”

			Kali winked. “Learned everything I know from my beautiful mother, thank you.” 

			Zoey swallowed her bite. “Where was your mother when we were in the village, anyway? We met Chief Agni, but—”

			“She’s dead,” Kali said. “My mother is dead.” Everyone went quiet, and Zoey immediately felt guilty for asking. She knew how hard it was to lose a parent.

			Finally, Andy spoke. “I’m really sorry to hear that. How did she pass, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“She got sick,” Kali replied. 

			“What was she sick with?” Andy asked. “Do you know?” 

			Kali sighed. “We’ll never know for sure. It came on so fast. It took her even faster, and none of our healers could decipher what it was. When Mother was alive and well, she ruled Deltama Village with more grace and beauty than any other chief’s wife has—at least, that’s what everyone tells me. And then, out of nowhere, she started to get dizzy all the time. She couldn’t even walk in a straight line. She’d get headaches so painful she’d cry out in the night, and she’d even shake uncontrollably sometimes. That went on for a few weeks until she died. I was nine years old.”

			Andy set his food aside, scooted toward Kali, and rested a hand on her back. “I’m sorry for your loss. There aren’t words that can make it better. I know from personal experience. But I’m still sorry. It sounds like she might have had a brain tumor of some sort.”

			“A brain tumor?” Kali said. 

			He nodded. “Yeah. It’s a growth in your head that isn’t supposed to be there. Back in the Before Time, my dad had a brain tumor, and it had cancer.”

			“Cancer?”

			“Cancer is a type of sickness. A really, really bad sickness. Before my dad went to the hospital, the same things that happened to your mother happened to him: headaches, dizziness, seizures. He even threw up sometimes. The doctors and nurses were able to keep him alive for a while, but the cancer wouldn’t go away. In fact, it kept reappearing in other places in his body, even after his treatments. I was twelve when he died.”

			“I’m also sorry for your loss,” Kali said, her voice quivering. 

			Andy patted her back, then pulled away. “It’s okay.”

			“Kali,” Darko piped up. “Since you’re Chief Agni’s daughter, are you next in line to run Deltama Village? Or do you have a sibling who’s going to do that?”

			“The other children my parents conceived died during birth, so I’m the chief’s only living child. I’m next in line to lead.”

			Zoey furrowed her brow. “Wait, next in line? Is that why Chief Agni didn’t want you to come with us?”

			“Yes. He believed the village needed me there.”

			“Why did you run away, then?” Darko asked. 

			Kali’s gaze hardened. “Because if the Greek gods aren’t defeated, my village will live in fear forever. Even if the monster attacks are few and far between, they still happen, and when they do, we all lose people we love. If the gods’ tyranny isn’t stopped, the people I care about will never really be free. By coming with you, I’m doing them a greater service than any other chief has.”

			“When this is all over, you’re going back to Deltama Village, aren’t you?” Zoey asked. At this question, Diana leaned forward as if she was listening intently. 

			“I have to. I’m the chief’s only child,” Kali replied. “My father will be furious with me, I’m sure, but if I’m alive and able to go home, the gods will have already been defeated, my village free. I’ll marry a man Father picks for me—since I’ll need to produce an heir—and when Father dies, I’ll be made Chief Kali of Deltama Village.”

			Zoey’s jaw dropped at the prospect of Kali being married to someone she wouldn’t choose. How backward! Zoey could believe it, though—after all, when the world ended and fell under the gods’ rule, it made sense that there would be some social regression. However, Kali had never said anything about an arranged marriage. In fact, she hadn’t said much at all about her life in the village. She’d only spoken of plans to fight the gods, trying in every way she could to help the group on their mission and, of course, had teased Diana every chance she got. 

			At the thought of Diana, Zoey shot the demigod a glance. The Daughter of Apollo looked disconnected from the conversation now, staring into the crackling flames of the campfire. 

			“We’d better hurry up eating so we can get some rest,” Diana said. “We’ve got a long way to travel before we reach Prometheus, and plenty more sparring to do.”

			They said nothing, finishing their dinner quickly. Within the next hour Diana and Darko paired up to watch for monsters, as it was their turn, and the rest of the group slept. 

			For the next several days, the group traveled toward Prometheus, training every night for several hours before dinner. Zoey took turns fighting with everyone. Diana continually insisted that Zoey was improving, even just a little—but Zoey wasn’t so sure.

			On the afternoon of the group’s fourth day flying, dozens of levitating rocks in various shapes and sizes began to pop up throughout the sky. Diana yelled over the wind, “We’ve almost reached Prometheus.”

			Zoey peered into the distance, and as the group descended from the fluffy clouds, she spotted him. 

			He stood on a floating boulder, his ankles shackled with iron chains bolted into the rock. His wrists were bound with similar chains on a separate, smaller rock hovering above his head, and tons of other rocks and boulders levitated around him, as though he were imprisoned in the center of an asteroid belt. A jagged canyon resided hundreds of feet below, surrounded by mountains and forest. 

			As the group flew closer, weaving between boulders, Zoey could see Prometheus was a behemoth of a man. His bulging muscles were draped in grimy, blood-covered white robes that, although filthy, still accentuated his dark-olive skin, his black hair falling in shiny curls over his shoulders. 

			The group reached the edge of the boulder where he stood trapped. It wasn’t big enough for all of them to land, so instead they circled it on their pegasi. 

			Prometheus looked to them, his face wrinkled as if he was in pain. “Who are you people?” His voice was deep and gruff. “What are you doing here?”

			“I am Diana, Daughter of Apollo,” Diana said. “And these are my companions. We’re on a mission that will determine the fate of the world, and we need your help.”

			He chuckled. “What makes you think I could help you? Can’t you tell I’m a little tied up right now?”

			“The Fates themselves told us you could.”

			“And what makes you think I would?”

			Zoey peered over Diana’s shoulder at the Titan. “Prometheus, sir,” she began. “From what I’ve heard about you, it sounds like you care a lot about humanity. You made people, and you stole fire from the gods for them. If you help us now, we could save humanity from the gods. We could give them back free will. In doing so, we could restore the world to what it once was.” She eyed the chains binding him. “And you could be free.”

			Prometheus looked to Zoey. “Who are you?”

			“My name is Zoey, and I come from the Before Time. Andy and I”—she gestured at Andy—“are the Chosen Two of the Prophecy.” Prometheus stared at them blankly, and for a few moments no one said anything, waiting for him to respond. Wind whipped Zoey’s curls backward. 

			Finally, Prometheus threw his head back and belted out a laugh so loud it echoed over the canyon. “You say you’re the—HAHAHAHA—Chosen Two of the—HAHAHA—Prophecy?”

			Andy rolled his eyes. “Well, yeah?”

			“Oh my—HAHAHAHAHAHA!” Prometheus’s face turned redder than a cherry. “You kids honestly believe in all that? You think you can change the world? That you can take on the gods? Look, the gods might be morons, I’ll admit that much, but I’ll tell you what they’re not: weak and mortal, which both of you are. I can smell it from here. There’s no way in Tartarus you’d last a second against them. They’d just blast you off Olympus, let you fall to your death, and call it a century.”

			“You’re wrong,” Zoey snapped. “We defeated Hades and Persephone in the Underworld and stole the Helm of Darkness. If we can steal Poseidon’s Trident and Zeus’s Master Lightning Bolt, we can—”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Prometheus said. “Let me stop you right there. Do you really expect me to believe you defeated Hades, King of the Underworld? Seriously? Do I look like an idiot to you?” He paused and glanced at the manacles binding his hands. “Actually, don’t answer that question.”

			Kali reached into the sack tied around Luna and pulled the Helm of Darkness out. She held it high for Prometheus to see. “I guess you can choose not to believe them, but here’s the evidence. How else do you think they got the Helm, other than defeating Hades?”

			“Either it was pure luck—which I’m guessing is going to run out soon—or they didn’t steal it on their own. Probably the latter.” He looked to Zoey. “Who helped you?”

			Kali put the Helm back in the bag, and Zoey cleared her throat. “Well, technically Persephone beheaded Hades right before we were about to fight him, but she turned on us and sicked the Furies on us, and then we had to follow her all the way to the edge of—”

			“Just as I thought,” Prometheus interrupted. “You couldn’t have stolen it yourselves, and that’s why you’re here now. You think you’re big and bad for taking on Persephone . . . HA! Let me tell you, no matter how powerful she seemed, she’s nothing compared to the Olympians. Especially Zeus.

			“You’re just a couple of mortals. Not that mortals can’t be amazing in their own right—I mean, I made the first few of ’em, of course they’re amazing—but up against the gods . . . I’m sorry. I’m sure you have good intentions. But I won’t help you. I can’t.”

			Zoey creased her brow. “We’re not just any mortals, though. The Fates themselves told us we’re special before we even went on our first quest. And even if we don’t know what they mean by that yet, they said we’ll figure it out in time. I’m sure you’re right about Persephone not being as big a threat as Zeus and the Olympians, but the Fates’ input has to mean something to you, right? I mean, they’re ancient and all-knowing.”

			Prometheus sighed. “Tell you what. You think you’re so special, go ahead and prove it. Break these chains and get me outta here. If you can pull that off, I might think about helping you.” 

			The group exchanged nervous glances, and Zoey squeezed Diana. “Do you think we could break the chains?”

			“I don’t know,” Diana replied. “It was only possible for Heracles and Prometheus when they combined their power. Which is crazy, because Prometheus is a Titan god, and Heracles, as a demigod child-of-Zeus, had super-strength. Unless . . .” Diana directed Aladdin toward Prometheus, then stepped off the pegasus and onto the boulder Prometheus stood on. In one hand, she conjured a blazing sphere, and with the other, she snatched an arrow from her quiver.

			“What’re you doing?” Andy asked. 

			“I’m going to try and break these,” Diana said, kneeling next to the shackle around one of Prometheus’s ankles. “Just give me a minute.”

			Prometheus laughed. “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s not gonna work.”

			Diana pressed the sphere of light against the shackle. “I have to try.” She allowed the sphere to sit against the shackle for quite some time, until finally she raised the arrow above her head and slammed the head into the metal. The arrowhead shattered, not even making a dent in the metal. 

			“Gods dammit,” Diana said, hurling the broken arrow off the boulder, then climbed back onto Aladdin. 

			“What’d I tell you?” Prometheus said. “Regular heat, regular weapons—those things don’t do anything to chains forged by Hephaestus himself. Don’t you think it’s all been tried before?”

			“What can we do, then?” Zoey asked.

			Before Diana could answer, a bird’s screech sounded above their heads, and the group directed the pegasi to turn toward the sound. 

			 “It’s the Caucasian Eagle!” Diana shouted. And it was an eagle all right—if eagles were the size of helicopters. Its snow-white feathers shimmered, its eyes the color of blood. 

			“And the beastie returns, ready to eat my liver,” Prometheus said. “Guess you can’t bust me outta here if he’s alive, so you better kill him first. If I’m being honest, though, I don’t think you’re gonna last five minutes, so it was nice knowing you. But thanks for providing me with some entertainment.”

			The Caucasian Eagle squawked, diving for the group.
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			Chapter Four

			STATUE
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			As the eagle advanced for them, zigzagging through rocks, their pegasi whinnied and scattered. Zoey clung to Diana, her stomach clenching. 

			Darko readied his bow and arrows while Diana conjured a sphere of light. Kali took two spears out of the bag Luna carried. “Heads up,” she said, tossing one to Andy. 

			He caught it and nodded. “Thanks.”

			Zoey wrapped her handless arm around Diana, trying not to slip backward while she grabbed her dagger with the other, but Diana looked back at Zoey and shook her head. “Just sit this one out.”

			“I can’t just do nothing while you guys fight this thing,” Zoey said. 

			The eagle threw his head back, screaming again, then spun through the air and veered toward the group. Diana chucked her sphere of light at him. They collided, and the eagle went somersaulting backward. “You need to do as I say,” Diana said. “I’d rather you do nothing and stay safe than try to help and fall to your death.”

			As the eagle gathered his composure from Diana’s attack, Darko sent an arrow at the monster. The projectile pierced the eagle in the stomach, and he screeched in contempt. He shot Darko a glare and flew toward Andy and the satyr. Darko nocked another arrow while Andy directed Ajax straight toward the eagle. 

			Andy readied his spear as he and the eagle came head-to-head, but before he could stab the eagle, the monster shot upward, seizing the spear with his beak. He flew high above them and clamped the weapon in his beak, snapping the spear in half. 

			“Shit,” Andy said. Darko shot his arrow for the monster, but it just barely grazed the feathers of one of his wings. 

			Behind them, Prometheus laughed. “Oh gods, this is fun. Looks like the beastie wants to play with his food before eating it.” 

			Kali directed Luna toward the eagle. The eagle screeched and flew toward the pair. Kali raised her spear above her head and let out a fierce battle cry, then hurled the weapon at the eagle. The monster swerved to the side, then continued flying toward Kali and Luna. 

			Kali made Luna dart beneath the eagle. He squawked, flipping around to come after them. Luna whinnied and darted out of his way. Diana threw a sphere of light at the monster, while Darko sent another arrow at him. He dodged their attacks with ease; it was as if the monster was anticipating their every move now. 

			Zoey gritted her teeth. “Guys, I’m not sure the usual monster-slaying methods will work on this guy.” 

			“Well, do you have any bright ideas?” Diana asked, flinging another miniature sun at the eagle. He dipped out of the way of the attack and turned toward Zoey and Diana. 

			Zoey recalled how easily the eagle snapped Andy’s spear with his beak, then how Diana had said it would be difficult to free Prometheus from the manacles. “I think I do, actually.”

			“Care to share?” 

			The eagle flapped toward them, and Zoey swung her legs onto one side of Aladdin. She planted her feet on the edge of his stomach. 

			Diana conjured another sphere of light. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

			“I have an idea, okay?” Her heart skipped. “Well, sort of.”

			As the monster reached them, Aladdin veered to the right, toward Prometheus and his boulder. Zoey held her breath and focused. This was it. 

			As the pegasus’s body jerked to the side to go the other way, Zoey used her legs to fling herself off his back. Time seemed to slow as she flew toward Prometheus. The rest of the group shouted her name. 

			She slammed chest-first into the edge of the boulder, her head ricocheting off it. Stars blinded her, the wind knocked from her lungs. She dug her nails into the rock to keep herself from plummeting into the canyon, her legs dangling over the edge. 

			“Well, that was valiant,” Prometheus said. “And also very stupid.”

			Zoey pulled herself up and clambered to Prometheus’s side, then crouched directly in front of one of his giant chained ankles, faced the eagle, and waved her hand in the air. “Oh, Mister Caucasian Eagle,” she sang. The monster looked to her. “Don’t you think I look scrumptious? You should fly over here and eat me instead of those guys.” 

			Diana directed Aladdin toward Prometheus’s boulder. “Zoey, stop!”

			The eagle let out a vicious scream. He flapped his wings, making gusts of wind so strong Diana and Aladdin were pushed backward through the air. They crashed into a cluster of floating rocks, Diana clinging to Aladdin’s mane. The eagle flapped toward Zoey. 

			“What exactly are you trying to accomplish?” Prometheus asked.

			“We’re about to find out,” Zoey said, eyeing the clusters of floating rocks dozens of feet beneath Prometheus’s boulder. 

			The eagle clacked its beak and dove for Zoey. She leapt off the boulder’s side toward the rocks below. 

			A shrill clang pierced the air, reverberating across the canyon, and Zoey crashed into one of the boulders. Upon impact it teetered dangerously. She yelped, grasping its ridges, pain racking her knees and shins. 

			Above, the eagle let out a furious screech, and Zoey glanced to where she’d been crouched before, satisfaction rushing through her. The eagle’s beak had rammed into the chains binding Prometheus’s ankle to the rock, the metal fractured like a broken eggshell. 

			Prometheus laughed and shook his foot. “Hey, that was halfway clever.”

			The Caucasian Eagle glared down at Zoey, swaying side to side like a drunk in the street. He made a gurgling sound, then squawked, slowly flapping his wings to fly toward her. She reached for her dagger. Left hand this time, she thought, her pulse racing. Hopefully he hit his head hard enough that I can take him now. 

			“Hey, you ugly oversized dove,” said the familiar voice of a boy above her. 

			She looked up to find Andy standing on another boulder which hovered above Prometheus’s head. He swayed almost as badly as the Caucasian Eagle, the rock barely big enough to hold both his feet. 

			The eagle narrowed his eyes in Andy’s direction. “That’s right. I’m talking to you,” Andy said. “Don’t pay her any attention. I’m a far tastier snack.” As if in agreement, the eagle shrieked and flew drunkenly toward Andy, but just before the monster reached him, he leapt off the boulder.

			The eagle slammed beak-first into the rock. It shattered into pebbles, and Andy crash-landed onto a rock close to Zoey. 

			“Andy!” Zoey cried as the rock teetered, her friend slipping over the edge. 

			Andy grasped the boulder’s ridges and pulled himself up, then chuckled nervously. “I’m okay, I think.”

			Above, the eagle screeched and began haphazardly spiraling toward the canyon below. As he passed Zoey and Andy, his wings collided with the rocks holding them and pitched them through the air. They screamed, limbs flailing as they plunged downward. 

			Within moments someone seized Zoey’s forearm and she came to a halt midair, her shoulder feeling as if it were splitting in two. She cried out, then looked up to find it was Diana who’d grabbed her. Diana clenched her jaw and, with a massive tug, pulled Zoey onto Aladdin’s back. 

			Zoey trembled and clung to Diana. “Andy—did someone catch him?”

			“Yes,” Diana said, and pointed to the left. Sure enough, Andy held tight to Kali on the back of Luna, while Darko and Ajax flew beside them. Zoey sighed in relief. Everyone’s safe.

			Far beneath them, the Caucasian Eagle let out a final weak cry, then plummeted so far into the canyon he disappeared.

			Andy grinned and pumped a fist in the air. “Whoo-hoo! We did it!”

			“Yes, we did,” Diana said. “But in the process, you two almost got yourselves killed.”

			Zoey tensed. “Hey, at least my idea worked.”

			Diana looked over her shoulder and offered Zoey a mischievous grin. “Just try not to scare me so much next time, okay?”

			Zoey relaxed. “I’ll do my best.”

			Diana directed Aladdin toward Prometheus. The Titan’s arms were free, although shackles still hung on his wrists like they did his ankles. His muscles bulged as he tugged on the chain around his remaining bound leg. Finally, he snapped the chain hooked to his ankle out of the rock, although the shackle remained. 

			“The Caucasian Eagle is gone, and you’re set free,” Diana said. “Now will you please help us into Poseidon’s palace?”

			Prometheus wiggled his hands and feet as if trying to shake the chains away. “Now, now, hold your pegasi. I said I’d help you if you freed me from these chains. Do I look freed of them to you?”

			Zoey’s stomach dropped. “But we did free you. You’re not chained to those rocks anymore. You can go wherever you want now.”

			“Yeah,” Andy added. “We did all we could. The least you could do is hold up your end of the deal.”

			“Did I ask for your help?” Prometheus replied. “Maybe I liked being trapped here, getting my liver eaten by the beastie every day. All I said was if you proved yourselves worthy of my help—by getting me out of these chains—I’d assist you. But as far as I’m concerned, you haven’t done so.”

			“Well, I think Zoey and Andy proved themselves more than worthy of your help,” Kali said. “You’re not being fair.”

			“Nothing in life is fair,” Prometheus retorted. “That’s just how it is.”

			“I don’t understand,” Darko said, shaking his head. “In the old days you did everything you could to help people, even if it meant being punished. And now it’s like you’re doing everything you can to avoid being a hero.”

			Prometheus sneered. “I’ve been chained up as punishment twice already. Tartarus is bound to be my next stop, and I’d prefer not to be thrown in there for the rest of eternity. If I thought you kids were worthy of my help—if I thought you had a chance of winning this war—I’d take that chance, but unfortunately you aren’t worthy and you have no chance. So, sorry. It’s time I save my own skin for once.”

			“What now, then?” Zoey said. “Are you gonna tell the gods what we’re doing, where we are? Get us captured and wash everything we’ve worked for down the drain?”

			The Titan chuckled. “Calm down, kid. I won’t do that. If I turned you in to Zeus, he’d most likely assume I was working with you and put me in Tartarus anyway.”

			“Okay,” Andy cut in. “You won’t help us because we couldn’t break you out of the shackles today. But what if we found something else, or someone else, to break them tomorrow? Or even in the next week, the next month? What if it was done later and on our behalf? Would you help us then?” 

			Prometheus scratched his chin as if in thought. Zoey held her breath. 

			“Tell you what,” the Titan began. “If you bust me outta these chains within the next three days, I’ll help you into ol’ Poseidon’s palace. But first I need to go to Aphrodite City, and I want you to escort me there on your pegasi. I would transport there, but my godly powers have been weakened because of these.” He wiggled the chains. “There’s some sorta enchantment on them, I think. Until I can get them off, I won’t be at my most powerful.”

			Andy nodded. “That’s fine. We can take you to Aphrodite City, and then once you finish up whatever you need to do there, we can start our three-day journey in finding a way to break your chains.”

			“No. The detour to Aphrodite City counts toward your three days.”

			Diana rubbed her temples. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’ll take us a whole day to reach that place, then we’ll have to spend however long you want to be there, and then that will leave us with hardly any time left to find a way to break you loose.”

			“That’s the deal I’m offering you,” Prometheus said. “Take it, or you can find your own way into the palace.”

			“We’ll do it,” Zoey said. “If those are your conditions, we accept.”

			*~*~*~

			Karter had lost track of the days. 

			He did nothing but slip in and out of a restless, infection-and-nausea-induced unconscious state while the demigod trio carted him to Olympus. Over and over in his “sleep” the same nightmare plagued him . . .

			Karter fell through the black abyss. If it were any other black abyss he would have been scared, and he would have screamed, but he didn’t need to; there was no end in sight. The abyss went on forever. He could live like that, forever falling. But then his father materialized, green lightning bolt in hand, and suddenly he wasn’t falling anymore. He stood in the Olympian throne room on New Mount Olympus. 

			He knew what was coming. He fell to his knees, begging for mercy. But his father didn’t listen. Rather, he said, “The time has come.” 

			Then he launched the bolt straight for Karter’s face. 

			Each time Karter woke from the nightmare, his scar seared with familiar pain. 

			One night, as he slipped into unconsciousness again, he thought for sure he’d have the nightmare. After all, he’d had it dozens of times.

			The dream played out the same as always, until— Suddenly Asteria, with her burgundy hair and silver eyes, materialized. 

			Karter furrowed his brow and reached for her. “Asteria? After I left Hades, I called to you, but you never came. What’s—” 

			Before he could finish his question, the Titan goddess disintegrated into thousands of miniature stars. They floated toward him, and once they reached him, they grabbed onto his robes like a glittering phantom and flew up, up, up. 

			“What’s going on?” Karter asked. 

			“I could not come to you before,” Asteria said, her voice echoing all around him. “Zeus discovered Apollo helping Diana, and he suspected another deity had a hand in your choice to aid the Chosen Two of the Prophecy. He did not think you would have decided to on your own. I would have been caught if I came to you then, and if that were to happen, I would not have been able to help you any longer. But I have gathered my strength and bided enough time. Wake up, Karter. Wake up.”

			With great effort, Karter opened his eyes, the edges of the lids crusted over with gunk. He lay on the forest floor. Pine trees loomed over him, stars twinkling in the night sky. Rope was still bound tight around his clammy, feverish body. 

			He glanced around. Violet and Layla slept on either side of a dying campfire, while Xander patrolled the surrounding area, their three pegasi tied to a tree. 

			Asteria popped her head into Karter’s line of sight. “Do not be alarmed,” she whispered. His stomach bubbled with nausea, his heart racing, his throat so parched he wasn’t sure he could speak. Even if he had been alarmed at her arrival, he didn’t think he was strong enough to react.

			There were some snipping sounds, and the ropes loosened around Karter’s body, then came undone completely and fell apart at his sides. Asteria wrapped him in her arms, her skin cool against his. 

			Karter closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on not retching all over Asteria, and the next time he opened them thousands of miniature stars carried him high above the forest. The demigod trio was out of sight. They traveled fast as light, but to Karter it felt as if they hadn’t moved an inch from where they’d been before. 

			“Do not fall asleep until I say so,” Asteria said, and Karter realized she’d taken the form of stars to carry him. “If you fall asleep, you may not wake this time. Your condition is graver than those three could have ever known or cared.”

			Where Asteria planned to take Karter, he had no idea, but until she said he could close his eyes, he’d use the last of his strength to keep them open.

			*~*~*~

			Andy couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

			It had taken the group a whopping twenty-four hours, but the afternoon sun sat high in the sky, its golden rays shining on Aphrodite City far below them in the distance. Beyond the hills surrounding the location, acres of farmland and hundreds of thousands of stone-and-wood houses sat; they were spread for as far as he could see and appeared to make up the city’s outer rim. Beyond them, in the center of the city, glistening gold-and-ivory statues and buildings held up by pillars were erected atop a mountain-like structure that stood taller than the trees.

			Andy squinted. Massive hordes of people bustled about the city, and from up here, they looked like ants scurrying along sidewalks. 

			Ahead, Diana gestured for the group to land in the forest and directed Aladdin to descend into the trees. Everyone else followed suit. 

			Once they’d landed, Diana began relaying information. “All right, I know we’re crunched for time, but no one can fly our pegasi or take any obvious weapons into the city. If the citizens or astynomia see anyone with pegasi or weapons, they’re arrested on the spot.” She glanced at the shackles still bound around Prometheus’s hands and ankles, then looked him up and down, as if examining his giant size. Andy couldn’t blame her; the Titan had to be over eight feet tall. “You’re going to look really suspicious, too. Why is it that you needed to come here again? Are you sure a couple of us can’t go in for you?”

			“There’s someone I have to see,” Prometheus said. “That I have to speak with.”

			“Can one of us go in for you and bring out whoever you need to talk to?” Andy asked, but Diana was already shaking her head. 

			“No,” Diana said. “Citizens can’t leave the city. If they’re caught, they’ll be executed on the spot. Unless the citizens have permission from the gods to leave, they can’t. It’ll be much easier to sneak in and out rather than sneak in, sneak someone else out, then sneak back in, and so on. Prometheus will just need to disguise himself and the chains. If he doesn’t, the citizens will be suspicious of him right away.”

			“All right,” Prometheus said. “I should have enough power left in me to make a disguise at least.” He clenched his fists and flexed his muscles. Veins popped up in his arms and legs, beads of sweat rolling down his forehead. Soon he began to shrink—first down to seven feet, then to six—and the shackles and chains melted and morphed until they were no more than cuff-like bracelets circling his wrists and ankles. 

			Once Prometheus finished disguising himself, he was still super buff, but now he could pass as a regular person and didn’t look as if he’d just escaped prison or something. 

			Andy shot the Titan a glare. “If you could change the chains into those by yourself, why didn’t you just do that in the first place?”

			“They’re not really changed,” Prometheus replied. “They just appear to be. Titans and gods can alter their appearance and the appearances of others easily—Zeus and Poseidon were especially famous for disguising themselves in the old days to lure in unsuspecting women. Besides, I still can’t get them off.” The Titan pulled on the bracelets, but they didn’t budge. “Anyway, the chains have drained most of my power, so this disguise is going to be difficult to maintain for long periods of time. You still have to find a way to free me of them, or you can kiss my help goodbye.”

			Diana crossed her arms and turned to the rest of the group. “Whoever else goes into the city with him is going to have to steal some clothes for themselves. Especially Zoey, Andy, and Kali. You three will stick out even more than Prometheus would have without the disguise.”

			“Are not all of us going in?” Darko asked, biting a fingernail. 

			“I’m a fugitive,” Diana replied, shaking her head. “By now everyone in the cities knows who I am and that the gods want me captured, so at the very least I have to stay hidden out here. The pegasi can’t go in either, and I’d like one person to stay with me to help defend them in case any monsters show up while the rest of you are in the city.”

			“Why don’t all of us wait out here while Prometheus goes in?” Andy asked. “Wouldn’t that be safer?” 

			Diana smacked Andy’s arm. “Are you stupid? Some of us have to go with Prometheus and make sure he doesn’t try to escape before he helps us get into Poseidon’s palace.” 

			“Hey, I wouldn’t do that,” Prometheus said, then scratched his chin. “Well, actually, maybe I would.”

			Kali raised a hand. “I’ll do the honors of staying in the forest with you, Princess.”

			Diana blushed, wrinkling her nose. “The honors of staying with me?” 

			“Oh, I must have said that wrong,” Kali said, smiling. “What I meant to say is it’s always an honor spending time with my pegasi—protecting them from monsters and such. You didn’t think I’d trust you to watch them by yourself, did you?” 

			Diana crossed her arms and shook her head, chuckling slightly. 

			“Well, sounds like it’s settled then,” Prometheus said. “Diana and Kali can stay out here with the pegasi while the rest of us go in and take care of business.”

			Darko creased his brow. “Should we grab some weapons, too? You know, since the Caucasian Eagle kind of destroyed some of what we had?”

			“Didn’t Diana say it was illegal for anyone in the cities to have weapons?” Andy added. “How would we get any?”

			“The astynomia always have weapons,” Darko said. “I could sneak into one of their quarters and take some. They probably wouldn’t ask any questions since I’m a satyr.”

			“Good thinking,” Zoey replied, and the rest of the group nodded.  

			Prometheus started toward the city. “Well, I think we’ve covered everything. Let’s go.” 

			Andy and Zoey shared another look, and with that, the group followed Prometheus. 

			For a long time, they passed through forest. Once they’d arrived at the outer rim of Aphrodite City, acres of wheat farmland awaited them, people in loose brown clothes harvesting under the sun. The group crept along the field, careful to hide behind the tall grass and out of the people’s vision, and soon they reached a neighborhood of wood-and-stone houses. Here, children and adults alike hung laundry out to dry, tended to household gardens, or gathered water from nearby wells with clay pots. 

			Andy, Zoey, and Prometheus scurried along the paths, careful not to draw attention to themselves and startle the citizens, while Darko clopped along. 

			“No one’s seemed to notice us yet,” Andy whispered. 

			Zoey nodded. “Yeah, but we still need to find some disguises.”

			Andy bit the tip of his thumb and eyed two nearby houses with ropes strung between them. Dozens of rust-colored cloaks, tunics, pants, and dresses were hung out to dry on the ropes. He didn’t want to steal from these people, especially since he was supposed to be helping them by saving the world, but what other choice did they have?

			He and Zoey looked around, making sure no one was looking. “Stay here and watch Prometheus for a few minutes while we get some new outfits,” Zoey said to Darko, and the satyr nodded. 

			The two of them tiptoed toward the clothes. Andy grabbed a tunic, and Zoey grabbed a dress. 

			“No peeking,” Zoey whispered, slinking behind a wall of clothes, and Andy nodded, his cheeks growing hot. He wouldn’t do something like that; at least, not without Zoey telling him she wanted him to. 

			Andy concealed himself among the fabrics. After glancing around one last time to make sure no one could see, he tugged off his black T-shirt, tattered jeans, and filthy socks and sneakers, all of which he was sure smelled like a dumpster truck, although he’d grown accustomed to his own “natural” scent. He tossed his things into his bag and pulled the tunic over his head. To his surprise, it was comfortable: the texture that of lightweight cotton, the tip of its hem reaching his knees.

			As he pressed his hands against the fabric, smoothing its wrinkles, Zoey stepped out from her fortress, her old clothes balled up in her hands. The new dress perfectly complemented Zoey’s tan skin and curly brown hair, although it fell all the way to her ankles and hung straight off her body like a paper sack. Despite the way it fit, she was still gorgeous as far as Andy was concerned. 

			“Hey, that looks good on you,” Zoey said, pointing at Andy’s new getup. “Whatta ya think of mine?”

			Andy smiled, careful to keep the nervousness out of his voice. “The dress is great.”

			Zoey stuffed her clothes into Andy’s pack. “Thanks. It feels like it doesn’t fit quite right, but we don’t have time to play dress-up. We gotta hurry.”

			“Should we grab something for Diana and Kali? In case they’ll need disguises later, too?” Zoey nodded and snatched another dress off the rope, then a long hooded cloak. She stuffed them into the bag as well, and the two scampered barefoot back to Darko and Prometheus. 

			“Do we look like proper members of Aphrodite City?” Andy asked. 

			“Yes, actually,” Darko said, as though he was surprised.

			Prometheus scratched his chin for a few moments, eyeing Zoey’s attire. Finally, he snapped his fingers, and sparks crackled between them. In an instant, two shining golden ropes appeared in his hand, one noticeably longer than the other. He offered the ropes to Zoey. 

			“What are these for?” she asked, taking and examining them. “Won’t this weaken you more? I thought your powers were limited.”

			Prometheus smirked. “It’s a belt and a hair tie, and yes, I’m weaker than usual, but those shouldn’t do me too much harm. Here, allow me.” He snatched the gifts from her hands, then wrapped the longer one around her waist and double-knotted it, accentuating her prominent curves. “That’ll spruce up your dress.” He finished the ensemble by sweeping her hair into a low side ponytail which lay over her shoulder and stepped back to admire his work. 

			Zoey turned to Andy and Darko. “How does it look now?”

			“Freaking beautiful,” Andy blurted. Zoey blushed and looked away. 

			“Beautiful, but also similar to other women in the cities,” Prometheus added. “No one will think she’s out of place.” 

			Zoey brushed Prometheus’s gifts with her fingers. “Thank you.”

			For the next few hours, the group continued heading into the city. They eventually reached an even busier area that reminded Andy of the malls he’d visited in highly populated places from the Before Time, roars of chatter ringing in his ears.

			Out of nowhere, a strange buzzing sensation filled Andy’s chest like a swarm of flies beating against his ribs. He sucked in a sharp breath and closed his eyes. The image of a pillared white temple atop a hill flashed through his mind. 

			“This is the Agora,” Darko said, and Andy snapped open his eyes, the buzzing fading away. “Every city has at least one. It’s where the citizens go to buy things and socialize.” 

			Rows of pillared shops lined the Agora for miles. Hundreds—no, thousands—of citizens clothed in dresses and tunics like Andy’s and Zoey’s, their arms and handbaskets filled with food, bustled in and out of the stores and along the cobblestone paths. Dirt roads wound every which way, leading farther into the city toward more neighborhoods and the shimmering white buildings erected high above all others. On the streets, men directed curtained, horse-drawn carts full of what Andy assumed were trading goods.

			In the center of the commotion here, a golden fountain resided. Inside the structure, a sculpture of an inhumanly beautiful woman stood thirty feet high atop a large clamshell, her hair falling in waves all the way to her feet. Water cascaded from the mouths of several cherub statues—all of which stood around the woman’s shell—and into the fountain. Pearls, jewels, and coins shimmered against its metallic floor, and as some citizens passed, they tossed more riches into the liquid, making it splash and ripple. 

			Zoey gazed at the Agora with wide eyes and pointed at the statue of the woman inside the fountain. “That’s Aphrodite, isn’t it? The patron goddess of this city?”

			Prometheus paused and nodded. “Goddess of Love and Beauty. Born from sea-foam when the Titan Kronos killed his father, Uranus, and threw the guy’s, uh, genitals into the sea.”

			Andy shook his head. “Greek gods are so weird.”

			“What’s weird to you might be completely normal for someone else,” Prometheus replied, and Andy shrugged.

			“Why are they throwing coins and stuff into the fountain?” Zoey asked. “Are they making sacrifices to Aphrodite or something?”

			“Clever girl,” Prometheus said. “Sacrifices for the goddess so she’ll bless them and bring them prosperity.”

			“She looks nice,” Andy said. 

			Prometheus snorted. “If by ‘nice’ you mean vain and conniving, you’d be right.”

			“Hey,” Darko started, putting a finger to his mouth as though to shush the Titan. “We shouldn’t be talking that way about a god or goddess in their own patron city, whether it’s true or not. If any astynomia heard us, we’d be arrested.” 

			“You’re right,” Prometheus said with a sigh. “Anyway, we’re getting close. The bakery is only a few minutes away from here.”

			Andy snorted, wondering who in the world Prometheus needed to talk to there. “Let me guess, we came all this way to ask the baker for their famous cupcake recipe?”

			Prometheus chuckled, walking along one of the larger paths into the Agora. “Nice try, but no.”

			Andy opened his mouth to speak again, but Zoey elbowed him in the side and gave him a look that said, Shut up and be patient! 

			Before they could follow Prometheus, Darko tapped Andy’s shoulder. “Hey, it’ll look strange to people if they see a satyr astynomia just hanging out with a couple of citizens. I’m gonna head toward one of the astynomia quarters and see if I can find some weapons we can steal.”

			Andy’s pulse quickened. “Wait, you’re gonna go all alone? Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

			“Well, yeah. You guys can’t go with me to the quarters. Citizens aren’t allowed there. But don’t worry. I grew up in Hermes City. Even though every city is different, this is still sort of familiar territory. Just take care of whatever it is Prometheus needs to do and meet me at the fountain with the statue of Aphrodite by sundown. But no later, because that’s curfew.”

			“Curfew?”

			“Yeah, curfew. If the astynomia see you on the streets after the sun sets, they’ll arrest you.”

			“Oh, lovely,” Zoey said. “Okay. We’ll see you here, at the very latest, by sundown.” 

			Darko nodded and clopped away, and Andy watched, his stomach twisting in knots. He didn’t like leaving Diana and Kali behind, and he definitely didn’t like splitting up with Darko in the city. 

			Zoey tapped Andy on the shoulder, and he snapped out of his trance. “Prometheus is way ahead of us,” she said, and the two of them hurried to catch up to the Titan, weaving through several citizens in the process. 

			Once they’d reached Prometheus’s side, they slowed their pace, but the buzzing feeling snuck back into Andy’s chest. He held his breath and willed it to go away, and soon it faded again.

			Within less than five minutes of walking through the Agora, they reached a building that looked similar to the other shops but was certainly not like the rest. The unmistakable scent of fresh, savory bread mixed with sugary treats permeated the area surrounding the store, wafting into Andy’s nose and making his mouth water. Prometheus paused in front of the bakery and clasped his hands, his expression almost fearful as he looked upon it. 

			Andy’s stomach growled. “Is this the place you wanted to visit?”

			“Yes,” Prometheus said, then took a deep breath and marched toward the entrance. Andy and Zoey shared a look and followed the Titan. 

			As they stepped inside the bakery, the smells grew even stronger, the interior stuffy and warm. No customers perused the place, which surprised Andy, because it had the most delicious-looking food he’d seen since the world had ended, and possibly even since before the world had ended. Tables stacked with bundles of every kind of baked item Andy could imagine—bread loaves, biscuits, doughnuts, pretzels, muffins, bagels, and cookies—lined the shop from side to side. At the back of the store a young woman worked away, pulling trays of more goodies out of fiery clay ovens. She wore a tattered terracotta-colored tunic, her frizzy black hair pulled into a bun atop her head.

			When Prometheus laid his eyes on the working girl, he halted and stared as though in a trance. She turned around and set a tray of steaming biscuits atop an empty spot at the nearest table, giving the group a dazzling smile when she saw them. 

			Andy blinked a few times, a little surprised at how attractive the girl was. She couldn’t have been older than him and stood around his height, with a slim build, brown skin, and big dark eyes like circular pools of sweet Coca-Cola. Her ears stuck out more than the average person’s, but coupled with the delicate lines of her face, it was cute. 

			“Good afternoon,” she greeted them, her voice soft as a lullaby. She took off her oven mittens and set them aside. “Thank you so much for stopping in. What can I help you with today? Were you looking for anything in particular?” 

			For a few minutes, Prometheus said nothing, only staring wide-eyed at the girl. Andy would have said something, but he had no idea what. He didn’t know why they were there; he just needed to fulfill Prometheus’s requests. 

			Finally, Prometheus spoke up, clenching his hands at his sides. “Young lady, are you related to Nylah? The woman who owned this shop seventy-five years ago?”

			The girl took a step back. “Well, yes. My family has owned this bakery for over a hundred years. Nylah was my great-great-grandmother. But who—who are you? And why do you care?”

			“My dear . . . if Nylah was your great-great-grandmother, then unless she had another child later in life, that would make me your great-great-grandfather.”

			Andy’s jaw dropped, and he shared a look of shock with Zoey. Prometheus wanting to come to Aphrodite City finally made sense. This was where he’d met the woman he’d had a child with—the woman he’d been re-imprisoned for. 

			The working girl in the bakery ran to the entrance of the shop, slammed the doors shut, locked them, then swung around to face Prometheus with a frantic look in her eyes. “You’re really him? The Titan? Prometheus? My great-great-grandfather?” She didn’t take a breath between questions. Andy’s head spun, and he wasn’t even the one asking them. 

			Prometheus scratched his chin. “Well, did Nylah have any other children besides Mozes?”

			“No. And Mozes went to live on New Mount Olympus and trained there and became a Warrior of the Gods and had an affair with a regular mortal named Jin who got pregnant and Mozes couldn’t help her with the baby because of the gods so Nylah took care of them and—”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Prometheus interrupted. “Slow down, young lady. I hardly understood a word you just said. Did you say Mozes became a Warrior of the Gods? And had an affair with a regular mortal?” The girl nodded. “What else do you know about my son’s life?”

			The girl sighed. “He died a long time ago—in battle. I wish I could tell you more about him, but that’s all I know. My parents could have, but they’re gone now . . . I’m so sorry.”

			Prometheus hung his head. “There’s no need to apologize. It’s been a long time.” His voice cracked as he said it. He wiped his eyes and looked up. “What’s your name?”

			“My name?” She gave him a puzzled expression, as if she hadn’t expected him to ask. “Why, it’s Jasmine.”

			That’s pretty, Andy thought, and Prometheus smiled. “Jasmine is the perfect name for such a lovely girl. You look . . . you look so much like her. Like Nylah. Beautiful, just beautiful.”

			Jasmine put her hand to her heart. “Thank you. I must say, I’m both surprised and happy you’re here. I’ve been without family for so long now. I’ve been alone . . .” Her eyes grew sad, but she forced a smile and brushed a few disheveled curls that had fallen out of her bun behind her ears. “I have much to ask you. How did you escape the Caucasian Eagle, the gods?”

			Prometheus drew closer to Jasmine, explaining to her how he’d been freed by Andy, Zoey, and the rest of the group—thankfully leaving out the part about how the group was trying to lead a war on the gods, and how if they took Prometheus to Aphrodite City and broke his chains, he’d help them into Poseidon’s palace. 

			The strange buzzing sensation in Andy’s chest started up again, but this time it spread through his body, drowning out everything else. He closed his eyes, rubbing his temples, the same image from before—the one of the pillared white temple—flashing through his mind. 

			The temple is here in the city, he thought, although he had no idea how he knew. It’s here. I gotta find it. 

			“What’s wrong?” Zoey whispered, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” He gritted his teeth, the image of the building growing crisper in his mind. Somehow, he knew it held answers he needed to uncover.

			Andy opened his eyes and looked to Zoey. “I gotta go.”

			“What the hell do you mean? We have to stay with Prometheus to make sure he doesn’t try to run off.”

			Andy headed toward the bakery’s entrance and shoved the bar locking the door out of place. The door creaked open. “You’re gonna have to stay with him. I’ll explain later when I see you at the fountain with Darko.”

			“Andy!” Zoey cried, but he was already out the door and stumbling into a crowd. 

			Andy shoved past people along the paths, the buzzing reverberating through his body stronger as the seconds passed, his vision going blurry. He had no idea where he was, nor how to reach the temple from here. But at the same time, he did. 

			After a while of walking through the city, unsure of his purpose but knowing he must fulfill whatever it was, Andy paused. His vision cleared, and the buzzing subsided. He groaned, then rubbed his eyes and looked up. 

			Before him beckoned the temple in his mind, located in a more remote area of the city. Hardly any shops sat around it. It looked just as it did in his vision and stood atop a small hill, white and pillared and about the size of a narrow house.  

			Andy’s breath caught in his throat, his pulse quickening. He’d never seen this place. He hadn’t even known it existed before today. But now he felt as though he might explode if he didn’t go inside. 

			He raced up the steps and barreled through the temple’s entrance, then halted as he looked upon its interior. Metallic torches lined the walls. He could imagine them blazing with orange fire, but on this evening they hosted no flames. 

			Although the inside of the temple was dark, the sunlight pouring in from outside illuminated the walls, floor, and ceiling, which looked as though they were made of gold with swirls carved throughout. No one else was here, but at the back, hoisted on a golden stand, a tall statue of a young man with feathered, butterfly-shaped wings and a bow and arrow ready in hand gazed down at him. 

			Andy walked tentatively toward the statue. He wanted to get a better look at it; he wanted to figure out who it depicted. Something about it—he didn’t know what—made him want to know more. 

			As he grew closer to the statue, the torches began to light with crackling flames, one by one, revealing thick dust which coated everything here. Chills rushed through him. What could be causing this? He glanced around. The temple was empty. 

			He took a deep breath. Just focus on the statue. Who is it? Why did it call me here?

			How did I know it’s even what called me here? 

			When he reached the statue, he looked around for something that would indicate who it was but could find nothing except a square plate bolted to the stand with something—he guessed a name or title—carved into it, indistinguishable because of the dust caking everything. If I just wipe the gunk off . . .

			He went to brush the muck away with his hand, but as he touched the plate, an electric shock jolted through his body. The hairs on his arms and legs stood up straight, goose bumps rising all over his skin. But before he could pull away, before he could fall back, his body went still. 

			He felt as if he were petrified. He tried to call out, tried to scream, but he couldn’t even part his lips. The only sound that came was a muffled grunt. 

			Dark clouds of smoke crept into the corners of his vision and swallowed him whole. 
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			Chapter Five

			PAST
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			Before Karter knew it, Asteria had laid him down on a stiff bed inside what she said was a healing shrine. She hadn’t told him which one, and it could have been one of many, since every city had one—all of which were dedicated to a demigod child-of-Apollo from the old days, Asclepius—and Karter’s vision was so blurred he couldn’t determine which city he was in by building structure and décor alone. 

			Asteria whispered in Karter’s ear, “Close your eyes now. You are safe. You will live.” And he did as she said, almost instantly falling into a dreamless slumber. 

			When he woke again, the sun shone through the single window of the room he lay in. Asteria was nowhere to be seen, but a quick look at the room told him where he was: Hephaestus City. 

			The walls, ceiling, and door were crafted from a hodgepodge of metals. On one side of Karter’s bed there was an iron toilet; on the other a steaming stove, its gears and cogs working away to keep the room at a comfortable temperature. On the other end of the room stood a stool and a grandfather clock. The clock was the biggest indicator Karter was in Hephaestus City, as Hephaestus was the only Olympian who allowed the people of his city to tell time with some of the same methods people from the Before Time used. It was quite odd in his opinion. However, as far as Karter knew, allowing this hadn’t done Hephaestus any harm; Hephaestus’s people seemed to love him for the most part.

			Karter groaned, rubbing his eyes. Why had Asteria brought him to Hephaestus City? Had she struck a deal with the Blacksmith of the Gods himself to keep Karter concealed from Zeus? No, that couldn’t be—Hephaestus may have been abused by the gods in the past, but surely he was no traitor. He had no reason to be. After all, this entire city was named for the god, with over one hundred thousand followers living here. 

			Karter’s head throbbed with pain, his throat parched. Regardless of his discomfort, he had a feeling the people of the healing shrine had already done some work on him. The knife wounds he’d acquired didn’t sting and were bandaged, his skin no longer clammy and feverish. At least I’m not on the brink of death now, he thought. 

			A light knock sounded from the door, and it opened. A young girl stepped inside, a bucket in one hand. She was probably ten years younger than Karter and a foot shorter. She wore purple robes, her sweet face chubby, her skin a light brown. Her dark coils of hair bounced with each step she took.

			She made her way to his bedside and set down the bucket, some water sloshing out of it and onto the floor. “Hello, sir,” she said in a straightforward, confident tone he hadn’t expected from such a small girl. “My name is Ivy, and I’ll be your primary caretaker for the duration of your time spent in the Hephaestus City Healing Shrine.”

			“Hello, Ivy. I’m . . .” He paused for a moment. He couldn’t reveal his identity. These people would surely turn him in to Zeus the moment they discovered it.

			“Erick,” Ivy finished for him. “When your employer dropped you off, she told us all about you.” Karter nodded slowly. Asteria must have pretended to be his employer and then created a fake identity for him. Was that all she’d done to disguise who he was, or had she altered his looks as well? 

			He reached up to the right side of his face, and his fingers brushed smooth flesh. It can’t be, Karter thought. My scar can’t be gone. That’s impossible.

			“Don’t worry, Erick,” Ivy continued. “We’ll have you feeling better in no time.”

			*~*~*~

			When the smoke cleared, Andy found himself no longer in the strange, empty temple with the winged statue of a man. 

			He stood in a garden, one grander than he’d ever seen before. Cypress trees grew hundreds of feet tall here, bushes with colorful flowers at every corner, their potent scents filling his nose. There were marble fountains with water flowing into ponds, and shining paths that looked as though they were made of gold. A vast black galaxy full of colorful planets and glittering stars looked down upon the garden. They seemed to hover so close Andy felt as though he could reach up and pluck them from the sky. 

			Somehow, this place felt familiar, although Andy knew he’d never been here before. 

			Up ahead a woman giggled. Who was there?

			Andy walked along a path toward the laughter. Within moments, he reached a marble gazebo hidden behind bushes and trees. Under the gazebo a man and woman stood together, holding hands and swaying back and forth as though dancing to a tune only they could hear. 

			As Andy stepped closer, he recognized the man: he looked just like the statue in the temple, feathered butterfly-shaped wings and all. The man’s dark hair was cut short, his features youthful. He wore white robes which reached his knees. 

			The woman appeared to be about the winged man’s age, maybe a little older—but if so, not by much. Her flowing turquoise dress reached the ground, her brown hair falling in curls all the way down her back.

			Andy slipped behind a rosebush. He didn’t think these people would hurt him, but he felt as if he’d intruded on an intimate moment between them. The man stopped dancing and pulled the woman close, bringing his lips to hers in a tender kiss.  

			The man pulled away, though still embracing the woman. “I love you, Calliope.” 

			Andy’s cheeks grew hot and he glanced away, for a moment reminded of his feelings for Zoey. He still hadn’t told her how he felt, and he didn’t know how to. After all, he’d never been in love before. How was he supposed to know if that’s really what it was?

			When he looked back at the man and woman, they were gone, the gazebo empty. The garden and everything in it began to disintegrate, breaking into tiny particles of matter, then coming together to form clouds of black smoke. The smoke engulfed Andy much like before, and he was transported to a new scene. 

			Andy stood in a dining hall now, one longer than a football field and taller than a four-story house. Candles and torches lined columns supporting the room’s ceiling, where carvings depicting what seemed to be the Greek gods and goddesses were featured. 

			Hundreds of people stood in the chamber—all tall, gorgeous, and decked out in silk robes and fine jewelry—their attention focused on one hugely muscular, bearded man who floated high above them, his white robes curling around him as though blowing in a breeze that wasn’t there. 

			Andy remembered the bearded man from the first vision Spencer had ever given Andy and Zoey. It was Zeus, King of the Gods. 

			“Fellow gods and goddesses,” Zeus boomed, and Andy realized, breath caught in his throat, that he must be seeing a vision of New Mount Olympus. “Today I gather you here to propose what is to be done about our—problems with humanity.” The deities exploded into fits of nervous whispers. 

			“Now, now,” Zeus continued. “I know it seems hopeless, my dear subjects. It seems as if humanity has forgotten us forever. It seems as if they will never again pray to us or give us beautiful sacrifices. I know many of you are frightened you will be the next god to fade away, never to be seen or heard from again, as am I. But I believe I have found a way to remedy this issue.”

			A goddess near the front of the dining hall scoffed. “Oh, really? And what might that be?”

			Zeus gave them a sinister smile. “We will show humanity our power and make them bow down once again. To remind them of who once ruled the world, we must destroy the one they have created. In the process, many will die, but they will know of our greatness again.” The crowd let out a collective gasp, and then everyone went silent. 

			Andy furrowed his brow, the realization hitting him. This must be a vision of the past, a vision of when the gods decided to destroy the modern world. But why was he seeing it now? He already knew what had happened. Diana and Spencer had explained it to him and Zoey.

			“What will the other pantheons say? The Norse, the Egyptians, and the rest—will they not stop us?” a god in the crowd asked. 

			Zeus shook his head. “They will know nothing of it. I have seen many visions, a few of which revealed to me what we must do to rid ourselves of all other gods in order to execute this plan properly.”

			A goddess near Andy marched through the crowd toward the front, and immediately Andy recognized her as the woman in the garden—Calliope. She must be a goddess, Andy thought. The winged man stood behind her, only a few feet away from Andy, a look of concern etched on his youthful features. And he must be a god. Just like I thought.

			“All of you, listen to me,” Calliope shouted. “Destroying the world humanity has created will do nothing but anger them. They will not see us as great gods deserving of worship. They will see us as monsters, as demons. They will hate us, and it will only further lead us down a path of destruction.”

			Zeus narrowed his eyes at her. “Insolent fool. You are not King of the Gods, are you? You do not see visions of the future, nor do you know what is best for this pantheon. How dare you speak out with such foolishness.”

			Calliope balled her fists. “No, I am not King of the Gods. Nor do I see visions of the future. But I know humanity, and they do not need us anymore. As sad as that fact is, it is no reason to hurt them. It is the natural progression of the universe. Destroying what they have created, getting rid of the other pantheons—I cannot foresee these actions causing anything but total chaos and misery.”

			The crowd broke out into hushed conversation.

			“Zeus has clearly lost his mind—” 

			“I cannot see this working out in our favor—”

			“Calliope is right, you know—” 

			“The other pantheons would surely overcome us if we tried such a thing—” 

			Zeus snarled and balled his fists, sparks of electricity crackling in his hands and snaking up his arms. “Silence!”

			The dining hall went quiet, and then it began to disintegrate, much like the garden had before. Soon all the gods disappeared, transforming into black smoke and consuming Andy again. Once it cleared, a new scene unfolded before him. 

			The winged god from both of Andy’s visions wept at the foot of a marble statue inside a dark and empty temple, its cold air seeping into Andy’s skin. The statue stood tall and beautiful, and Andy immediately recognized it as the goddess Calliope. 

			The winged god climbed to his feet, his body trembling. He brushed one of the statue’s cheeks with the back of his hand. “My love, there must be a way to see you again. Even though you have faded away . . .”

			Sobs escaped the god’s throat, and Andy’s eyes grew warm and watery. He almost let a tear or two slip himself. He knew how hard it was to lose a loved one. He’d lost his parents, his sister, his best friend Mark, and Spencer. If it weren’t for the people he had now—Kali, Diana, Darko, and Zoey—he wasn’t sure how he could go on, even if he didn’t know them as well as he had his loved ones from the Before Time. Yes, saving the world was his job, but he knew he couldn’t do it alone. No one could. 

			Andy waited for a long while as the god wept. Finally, the god wiped his eyes and took a deep breath, then looked to the statue of Calliope. “If there is a way to see you again, I will search the stars for it. Even if it takes a millennium . . . I will find it. I will see you again, my love. I promise.” Just as the god finished his pledge, the vision disintegrated, and again black smoke overcame Andy.

			He expected the smoke to clear, to transport him into another vision. But instead, the smoke grew darker. Sharp pain unlike anything he’d experienced before electrocuted his shoulder blades. It felt as if blasts of ice and fire battled beneath his flesh. His head spun. He cried out, falling to his knees and slamming his eyes shut. 

			For what seemed like forever, the pain seared Andy’s back. He gritted his teeth; he pulled his hair. He writhed and screamed on the ground until finally the sensation faded.

			He opened his eyes to find himself lying on the floor in the temple in Aphrodite City, his vision blurred as if he’d lost his glasses. Had they fallen off while he was out, or had someone come in and taken them? 

			He shot up, grimacing at the aches in his back. It was stiff and felt as if he’d worked his muscles until they’d torn open. But why were they sore? They had no reason to be, right? He shook his head. The pain didn’t matter right now. He needed to find his glasses, and fast. 

			He climbed to his feet and looked around, raising his brow as he noticed the frames in his peripheral vision. He threw his hands to his face, finding his glasses secure on his head.

			Confused, he took them off, then glanced around the temple and gasped, unable to believe his eyes. His surroundings were perfectly crisp and clear: the temple’s golden interior, the blazing torches, the statue of the winged man staring down at him, bow and arrow in hand. 

			Andy dropped his glasses. They clattered against the floor. For as long as he could remember, his sight had been terrible. How could he suddenly have great vision? Even when Diana had healed him, she’d never been so powerful she’d fixed his eyes. What the hell was going on?

			Andy’s gaze traveled from the face of the statue down to the plaque bolted to its stand. Dust still covered the writing; he hadn’t been able to wipe it away before being swept into those crazy visions. Now that he’d been released from them, could he clean it up? 

			Andy reached out with a shaking hand, afraid of what might happen if he touched the plaque again. I just need to find out who the statue depicts . . .

			He wiped the muck away, the plaque’s metal smooth against his fingertips, and to his relief nothing happened.



			Anteros

			Son of Aphrodite and Ares

			God of Requited Love

			Avenger of the Unrequited



			Andy shivered. Anteros. Why did that name sound familiar? What myth had he heard about this god from? 

			No, wait. Why was he suddenly so focused on stuff that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things? Who cared about this temple? Who cared about the statue, or who it was supposed to be? 

			What mattered was getting Prometheus out of Aphrodite City and freeing the Titan of his chains. What mattered was reaching Poseidon’s palace and stealing the Trident, all the while keeping the Helm safe. Coming here had wasted precious time and effort. Why had he been so compelled to do it? Why had his body practically forced him to? 

			He put his head in his hands. What he really needed to do was find Zoey, Prometheus, and Darko, and get back to Diana and Kali. What he needed to do was continue his quest to save humanity from the gods. 

			Andy stumbled toward the entrance of the temple, grimacing at the pain in his back. When he got outside, he looked to the sky, his stomach clenching. 

			The sun had almost set. 

			*~*~*~

			Zoey’s heart hammered in her chest as she stood in the bakery with Prometheus and Jasmine. She’d wanted to chase after Andy when he’d left. She was worried about him and wanted an explanation, but she couldn’t leave Prometheus for fear she’d lose him in the city.

			What’s going on with Andy? Where did he go? Is he okay?

			Since he’d left, Prometheus and Jasmine had resumed their conversation. They’d discussed how after Prometheus had been re-imprisoned by the gods, Nylah, Jasmine’s great-great-grandmother, had been left to raise their son, Mozes, by herself. When the boy had turned ten years old, the gods had brought him to New Mount Olympus, leaving Nylah all alone in the bakery. 

			“My parents told me Mozes ended up having a fling with a girl named Jin here in Aphrodite City,” Jasmine said. “It was during one of his missions, but he had to end things because he could never marry her.”

			Prometheus glanced at Zoey. “The gods discourage relationships between demigods and regular mortals. They’re scared of being betrayed, but they also know from personal experience how hard it is to control, uh, primal urges.” Zoey bit her lip, nodding. None of this surprised her, since it seemed most of the gods she’d heard about had at least one demigod child. She guessed there were dozens of demigods on New Mount Olympus, too.

			“Right,” Jasmine continued. “But Jin had still become pregnant with Mozes’s child, and later gave birth to Grandpa Qasim. Jin ended up living with Nylah in the bakery, as Nylah was thrilled to have a grandson. Grandpa Qasim grew up in the bakery and went on to marry Grandma Esi, and they had two children, Aunt Amari and my mother, Sadarah. Mother said Amari died when she was sixteen, but Mother grew up and married my father, Zaheer. I’m their only child.

			“But, you see, Father was put to death about a year ago.” Jasmine’s eyes filled with tears. “The aristocracy of Aphrodite City had raised the taxes to an even more ridiculous amount than before, which they’d done eight other times since I’d been born. What’s worse is they never even put the taxes toward the city. They just spend it on useless items for themselves. And, well, Father had had enough. He joined a protest group of other men and women like himself: hard-working business owners who were struggling to keep their homes afloat because of what the government kept doing to them. 

			“Our patron goddess, Aphrodite, didn’t seem to care about what was happening to all of us, and she allowed the aristocracy to put the protesters to death. Shortly after the . . .” She choked on a sob, and Prometheus rested a hand on her shoulder. “S-sorry. Shortly after the e-execution, Mother died. The caretakers in our healing shrine said the only explanation was death of a broken heart. She’d simply lost her will to live. Since then, I’ve been all alone, caring for the bakery and doing the best I can to survive despite the fact the aristocracy has raised the taxes yet again.

			“It’s getting to the point where I can hardly keep the business running.” She sighed. “I can’t even afford to hire any help. I’ve had to let go of every employee that worked here before, and now I do all the work on my own. My life has become nothing but this place and awful memories. Thankfully I still have loyal customers, so I don’t have to worry about that.”

			Prometheus balled his fists. “Unbelievable. The gods can’t expect worship if they allow their officials to continue mistreating their citizens.”

			“We hardly matter to our own patron goddess, let alone the whole pantheon itself,” Jasmine replied. “The sacrifices we’re required to make every month to Aphrodite and the rest of the gods don’t hold a candle to the ones our aristocracy makes daily for them. I mean, sure, if we disobey the gods it’s a huge deal, but other than that, they don’t seem to care much about us.”

			Zoey thought for a moment, then joined in on their conversation. “Isn’t Aphrodite the goddess of love? I mean, if you ask me, it doesn’t sound very ‘loving’ that she just lets her government take advantage of the people in her city like that. I know you said she’s vain and conniving, but allowing her own citizens to be executed for a protest just sounds plain cruel.”

			Prometheus sneered. “That awful harpy embodies all of those things. Vain, conniving, and cruel.” 

			“Forget I said anything,” Jasmine said hurriedly, shaking her head. “Before Aphrodite—or someone else—hears us talking about this. Please. I don’t want to get in trouble. I don’t want to share the same fate as my parents.” Prometheus clamped his mouth shut, lowering his gaze. 

			Zoey glanced out one of the bakery’s windows, panic flooding through her as she realized the sun had already begun to set. She rushed to the Titan’s side and grabbed his arm. “We have to go meet Andy and Darko. It’s almost curfew.”

			“You can stay with me tonight,” Jasmine said. “I mean, I don’t know how long it will be before the gods discover Prometheus has come here, but it means everything to me that you helped bring him here and that I got to meet him. You’re welcome in my home.”

			Zoey’s chest tightened with guilt. After all, this poor girl had been alone for a whole year now, working herself to death and not gaining anything for it. She finally had a piece of her family back, but Zoey and Andy were taking him away. It’ll be for her own good, Zoey thought. Once the gods are defeated, she’ll be free. 

			“No, thank you,” Zoey replied. “I’m sorry, but we have to go. It’s important.” Jasmine’s expression fell.

			Prometheus pulled away from Zoey’s grasp. “Important to who? It’s not to me.”

			Zoey’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious right now. We had a deal.”

			“That may be so,” Prometheus replied. “But I can’t go through with it. My family—or what’s left of it—needs me.”

			“The entire world needs you,” Zoey cried. “If you helped us save it, you’d be doing your family the greatest favor you ever could. Far greater than staying here with your great-great-granddaughter.”

			Jasmine glanced back and forth at Zoey and Prometheus, brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?” She locked eyes with Zoey. “What do you mean when you say the entire world needs him?”

			Zoey sighed. “It’s better for your safety if you don’t know the details.”

			Jasmine opened her mouth to reply, but Prometheus stepped between them, narrowing his eyes at Zoey. “Which is why you won’t be telling her a single thing. Now leave, before the sun sets and you and your friends get arrested.”

			“As if you care,” Zoey spat. 

			What was the group supposed to do now? The Fates had given them one way to get into Poseidon’s palace, and that was to ask Prometheus for his help. They’d freed him as best they could, taken him where he’d asked to go, and even agreed to break his chains before their three days with him were up—but he’d still backed out on the deal. 

			Zoey’s fingers twitched with the urge to grab Prometheus by his hair and yell at him until he agreed to aid them, but she knew doing so wouldn’t help and would only waste more time they didn’t have. No matter what I say, this guy’s not going to help us, she thought. With that realization, she held her chin high and swung around, then stomped out of the bakery. 

			When she reached the paths outside, she hurried through the Agora back to the fountain with the statue of Aphrodite. Very few people were out and about now, and most seemed to be wrapping up their business and heading into various surrounding neighborhoods. Satyrs that looked much older than Darko, with muscles like a bodybuilder’s and horns nearly a foot high, crept along every corner of the marketplace, eyes on the citizens and weapons in hand. 

			It didn’t take long for Zoey to reach the fountain, and when she did she saw Darko, a couple of big bags slung over his back. The satyr’s worried gaze traveled up and down the streets. Andy was nowhere to be seen.

			“Darko,” Zoey called, racing to his side.

			The satyr met her eyes, relief washing over his face. “Phew. You made it. I got some more weapons and some thread for the—” The relief faded, replaced with concern. “Wait, where’s Andy?”

			“He ran off. He said he had to go somewhere, but that he’d meet us here.”

			“And Prometheus?”

			“He decided he’s not helping us now. He has family here and wants to stay.”

			The color drained from Darko’s face. “What’re we gonna do?”

			“I have no idea. Start over, I guess?” 

			Farther ahead, a satyr barked orders at a citizen. Darko eyed the scene, then grabbed Zoey’s arm. “C’mon. The closer it gets to curfew, the more suspicious we’ll look. We need to hide.” The pair scurried between two buildings next to the fountain, now hidden from sight unless someone stepped straight in front of them.

			“I’ll watch for Andy,” Darko said. “But we need to stay quiet.” Zoey nodded, and they waited together in silence.

			As the sun fell farther in the sky, Zoey’s heart raced. Where was Andy? What if he’d stumbled upon something he wasn’t supposed to? What if he’d been discovered as one of the mortals from the Before Time? What if he’d been arrested, and she and Darko had to go break him out of whatever kind of jail they had here? If that happened, the gods would surely sniff out their trail. 

			Today couldn’t get any worse, Zoey thought, and with that, a blanket of night fell over Aphrodite City. She and Darko exchanged nervous glances but remained where they were, the surrounding area so quiet Zoey could hear the blood pounding in her ears. 

			For a few minutes they remained like that, until the sound of hooves clopping and the familiar cries of a young man pierced the air. Darko squinted, peering into the dark marketplace. “A centaur astynomia got Andy,” he whispered, his voice panicked. 

			Zoey pushed past Darko and looked into the Agora. Beside the fountain, Andy struggled against a shirtless man who, from the waist down, possessed the body of a black stallion. A centaur, she thought. That’s what Darko called him. 

			The centaur stood nearly as tall as Prometheus when the Titan was in his true form. His cheekbones and jawline were as sharp as the daggers hanging from a belt around his waist, dark hair falling in braids down his back. He wrapped his beefy hands around Andy’s throat and lifted the boy off the ground. Andy choked as if he couldn’t breathe, struggling against the centaur’s grasp. “What were ya doin’ out past curfew, peasant scum?” the centaur asked, his voice gravelly and vicious. 

			Zoey’s nostrils flared. She swung around and threw open the bag on Darko’s back to find several weapons. She rummaged through the bag, then pulled out an axe that was almost identical to the one she’d been using before it had been sucked into Tartarus along with her severed hand. “Okay,” she started, facing Darko. “We’re gonna fight this guy, save Andy, then get outta here as fast as we can.” 

			The satyr set his jaw, dropped the extra bags slung over his shoulder, and readied his bow and an arrow. “You got it.”

			Zoey and Darko bolted into the marketplace, side by side and weapons ready. “Hey,” Zoey called to the centaur, brandishing her new axe. “Leave him alone!”

			The centaur turned to her and Darko. “Another one? Hey, satyr! What’re ya waitin’ for? Get the girl.” Darko shook his head. To Zoey’s surprise, the centaur’s eyes lit with excitement rather than darkening in anger, as she’d imagined they would when he witnessed a fellow astynomia breaking the rules. “So, we’re dealin’ with two peasants out past curfew—one of who thinks she’s real tough since she stole one of our axes—and with an insubordinate little satyr? Me’n the boys are gonna have fun t’night.”

			Zoey gripped the axe’s handle tight. She’d fought monsters and survived a battle against a goddess at the edge of Tartarus. Sure, she’d lost her hand and with it a good chunk of her fighting abilities, but she wasn’t alone. Darko was with her; what did she have to be scared of? Together, they’d take this centaur down no problem. 

			Her resolve quickly faded as two more centaurs and four satyrs crept out from the shadows surrounding her and Darko, all of them nearly as huge as the one holding Andy captive. They smiled in malice, the blades of their weapons glinting in the moonlight. 

			Before Zoey could make another move, the centaur holding Andy flung the boy to the side. Andy crashed headfirst into the street, and the seven astynomia galloped toward Zoey and Darko. 
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			Chapter Six

			DISGUISE
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			One of the centaurs charged straight for Zoey, sword ready. Zoey mustered her strength and slashed deep into his side. He cried out and fell back, blood spraying from his wound.  

			Beside Zoey, Darko sent arrows flying. They whooshed past her head. Within moments, two satyrs who’d been galloping toward them lay motionless on the ground, arrows sticking out from their chests. 

			A particularly large satyr—whose human torso and goat legs were so meaty he looked as if he could have been a sumo wrestler, the horns curling from his skull so massive they made him a foot taller than he really was—clopped toward Zoey, his body jiggling with every step. Dozens of small blades hung from his belt, even more held between his fingers. 

			Zoey readied her axe, preparing to attack again. The colossal creature brought his hands back, then launched the blades between his fingers forward. Four of the weapons shot through the air toward Zoey. She yelped, ducking and throwing her arms up to protect her head, but it wasn’t enough to completely save her from the attack. 

			Three of the blades pierced her: one in each of her forearms and one in her thigh. Sharp pain seared from the wounds and she shrieked, dropping her axe and stumbling backward. She toppled into a cobblestone path, her eyes watering. Warm, sticky blood gushed from her injuries and seeped into her dress. A metallic odor filled her nostrils. 

			Darko launched an arrow. It sailed for Zoey’s attacker, but the creature dodged the projectile with a speed Zoey could hardly believe. As the assailant regained his footing, he thrust his hands in Darko’s direction. More blades went flying. Darko lunged to the side. However, he wasn’t fast enough. Two of the weapons sank into his shoulder. He yelped, dropping his bow.

			“Darko!” Zoey cried. 

			The centaur who’d originally held Andy captive clopped toward Zoey. When he reached her, he seized her by the throat and yanked her off the path. He brought her face so close to his she could smell wine on his breath. 

			The centaur’s lips curled into a sinister smile. “Thought you’d get away with murderin’ a couple’a hard-workin’ astynomia, huh? Thought you’d get away with stealin’ one of our own, gettin’ him to betray us? How’d that work out for ya, little girl? Ya woulda just spent a month or two in jail and had to pay some hefty fines if you’d’ve cooperated in the first place, but now . . . oh, little girl, yer in a heapin’ amount’a trouble. In fact”—the centaur gave Zoey’s throat a hard squeeze, her vision going starry—“yer in so much trouble, the both a ya, I think it’d be best to kill ya now. That’ll be more merciful than what the aristocracy will wanna do with ya, and it’ll be more fun for me.”

			The centaur flung Zoey to the ground, and the three remaining astynomia dragged Darko to her side and kicked him down. All four of the astynomia gathered around Zoey and Darko, and the centaur raised his sword above his head, ready to strike. 

			Zoey closed her eyes. I guess this is the end, she thought. I’m sorry, Diana. I’m sorry, Andy. A tear trickled down her cheek, the handsome face of Spencer, Son of Hades, flashing across her mind. I’m sorry, Spencer. I’m sorry you died for nothing.

			The sound of a blade slicing through guts filled the air. The centaur gasped. 

			Zoey’s eyes shot open and she glanced up at the creature. A sword had been thrust through the centaur’s chest, and Zoey guessed the weapon belonged to one of the other creatures she and Darko had knocked down earlier. The centaur’s dark eyes grew wide, blood trickling from his wound and the corners of his mouth. 

			The weapon was twisted, then pulled from his body. He went stiff and fell onto his back. Andy stood before them, battered and bruised with a bump the size of a golf ball on his head, bloody sword in hand. 

			Relief flooded Zoey. Andy was up and fighting; they still had a chance to escape this. 

			Dread replaced relief as the two remaining satyrs—the huge one with dozens of knives on his belt, and a smaller one with a curved dagger in hand—knocked the sword from Andy’s grasp. It clattered into the street. Andy groaned and swayed to the side, as if he was dizzy. 

			The smaller satyr brandished his knife in Andy’s face. “Just for that, you’ll be the first to die. Have fun in the Fields of Punishment, you filthy peasant sc—”

			As if it had appeared from thin air, a long bulky chain swooped in from the left and wrapped itself around the smaller satyr’s neck before the satyr could finish his sentence. Like a python snaring its prey, the chain tightened its hold. The satyr dropped his dagger and clawed at the iron links, but they only seemed to grow tighter. His eyes bulged. He choked for breath. 

			The last remaining centaur ran to the aid of the choking satyr and tried to pry the chain off his companion, while the larger satyr with the throwing knives turned to the left and glared into the darkness, where the rest of the chain remained suspended in the air. “Who goes there? Who else dares attack the astynomia of Aphrodite City?”

			The chain rattled, and Zoey smiled as the familiar behemoth of a man stepped into view. 

			Prometheus. 

			The Titan’s disguise had melted away to reveal his true form. He dragged the rest of his chains behind him. 

			The Titan narrowed his eyes at the astynomia and pulled so hard on the links wrapped around the smaller satyr’s throat that the creature’s skin turned blue. The satyr choked for a few moments, then went limp. Prometheus allowed the chain to loosen, and the astynomia fell to the ground. 

			The satyr with the knives snarled, thrusting several of his blades in Prometheus’s direction. However, even as they pierced the Titan’s chest, he barely flinched. Prometheus swung the chains attached to his wrists into the air toward the last two astynomia. 

			The links snaked themselves around the necks of the creatures, and Prometheus yanked his arms backward, securing the hold of his chains with titanic strength. The astynomia tried to cry out, but all they could muster were garbled sounds of panic. 

			For a few moments the astynomia remained that way, choking and clawing at their necks, until finally their skin turned a similar blue as their companion’s, and they went still. Prometheus loosened the grip of his chains, and the satyr and centaur fell to the ground. The Titan pulled the links back to his side.

			“You came back for us,” Zoey said, her jaw clenched while she tried to ignore her wounds as they screamed in agony. 

			Prometheus chuckled, plucking the knives from his chest and tossing them into the street. “Way to state the obvious.”

			“What made you change your mind?”

			“My great-great-granddaughter . . . the last piece of Nylah I have left. All you need to know is if my chains aren’t gone in the next two days, no one gets my help into Poseidon’s palace.”

			Andy stumbled to Zoey’s side, crinkling his nose at the dead bodies scattered around the Agora. “In other news, the people of Aphrodite City have a big mess to clean up in the morning.”

			“No,” Darko replied, his voice strained with pain. “Wait. Watch them.” Zoey raised an eyebrow at the satyr but did as he said, watching the bodies of the dead astynomia.

			Within seconds, something incredibly strange happened. The blood splattered in the street—the blood of the satyr and centaur aystynomia—evaporated. Their torsos trembled and shrank, their limbs twisting and lengthening. Their skin shifted from various shades of brown into rich forest greens, and then sprouted a variety of flowers, thorns, and leaves. They shook for a while, then went still. 

			“What the hell was that?” Andy asked. 

			“It’s what happens to all satyrs and centaurs when we die,” Darko replied. “We weren’t always astynomia in the cities, doing the gods’ dirty work. In fact, we’re more like the nymphs: nature spirits, but in physical form. When we die, our souls return to nature—as a bush, a tree, a flower, or whatever else the universe decides for us.” 

			Andy knit his brow. “What about your brother? What about Phoenix? He was turned to stone. Will he ever return to nature?”

			“I’m not sure,” Darko said, his expression falling at the mention of his lost brother. “I don’t know if Medusa trapped her victims or just killed them. I know his body won’t change now, but I hope his spirit was able to escape at least.”

			“I’m sure it did,” Zoey said. “There’s no doubt about it.”

			Prometheus turned toward Zoey and Darko. “Get up. We need to leave.”

			Darko climbed to his hooves wearily, clutching his injuries, while Zoey placed her hand on the ground for support and tried to push herself up to stand. She cried out, sharp pain shooting through her arm and leg. Blood trickled freely from her wounds, making her head spin.

			“That satyr really messed you up,” Andy said. “Let me help you.” He kneeled next to Zoey, then gently placed his hands on either side of her waist, and to Zoey’s surprise, a sensation unlike anything she’d ever experienced whizzed from his fingertips throughout her entire body.

			The feeling hurt but wasn’t unbearable. It started where Andy touched her, then rushed through her body like dozens of tiny lightning bolts electrocuting her insides. 

			Zoey jumped, but within half a second of the sensation beginning, it ended. 

			“Whoa, you okay?” Andy asked. 

			Zoey raised an eyebrow and looked to him. “Did you not feel that?”

			“Feel what?”

			“The shock.”

			“The shock?”

			“Oh my— Yes, the shock! I don’t know how you didn’t feel that.”

			Prometheus cleared his throat. “C’mon, you two. We don’t have all night.” He glanced at the buildings around them. “In fact, I’m not sure if we even have five minutes. More astynomia could show up at any time, and I’m not in the mood to kill anyone else tonight. At least, not right here and now. As we get closer to the edge of the city, I might change my mind . . .” He paused for a moment, scratching his chin. “Ahem. Well. As I was saying. We need to hurry. Get your stuff so we can skedaddle.”

			Andy tightened his grip on Zoey’s waist and hoisted her to her feet. “You gonna be okay to walk?”

			A wave of dizziness crashed through her. “You know, I’m not sure.”

			“We need to get to Diana, and fast,” Darko said. He’d retrieved his pack and the bags from the alleyway, but he grimaced as he leaned down to grab the group’s weapons. “I’m not feeling so good either.”

			“Do you want me to help you walk?” Andy asked Zoey, and she nodded. He kept one arm wrapped around her. “We need to hurry. You and Darko are seriously hurt, and like Prometheus said—we don’t have all night.” He looked to Darko. “Let me help you with our stuff.” 

			“No, I can do this,” Darko said, although the look on his face said otherwise. There were only a few items left to retrieve, but the satyr’s arms trembled as if they’d been thrust into a snowstorm.

			Prometheus stepped forward and grabbed the group’s things off the ground. He snatched the bags from Darko’s back, stuffed the items inside, and slung it all over his shoulder. “I’ve got it. Just take it easy, kid.” The Titan took Darko’s hand, as if to help the satyr walk. “Let’s go.”

			Prometheus began leading the group out of Aphrodite City, toward Diana and Kali, his chains dragging behind him along the way. 

			*~*~*~

			Since Ivy had left Karter alone earlier that evening—after cleaning and disinfecting his wounds, rebandaging them, and bringing him dinner—he’d finally been able to examine his reflection through the glass of the grandfather clock in his room in the Hephaestus City Healing Shrine. 

			The scar which usually twisted up the right side of his face like the branches of a brittle tree had been smoothed out, his once gaunt, pale, and almost-gray face now pink and plump like it had been when he was younger. His shaggy black hair had turned yellow and was cropped short, his golden irises a pale blue, just as his mother’s were when she was still alive.

			Now he lay awake, staring at the room’s metallic ceiling, a sliver of moonlight peeking through his window. He wondered how long Asteria’s disguise for him would last. Would he be “Erick” for the rest of his life, or would this new identity fade away in time? A part of him prayed it wouldn’t. Maybe then he could properly grieve for the loss of his two best friends; maybe then he could start his life over and have peace. 

			“Hello, Karter,” said the familiar voice of Asteria. He looked over, and there she was, standing in his room with her burgundy hair and silver eyes, twinkling constellations dotting her midnight-black dress from top to bottom. 

			Karter shot up, his injuries groaning in protest at the quick movement. “Asteria—my face—”

			“My powers are not limitless, and thus the disguise is only temporary,” Asteria answered, as though reading his mind, and he dropped his head. “You must allow yourself to heal as much as possible before it fades away,” she continued. “You must prepare yourself to fight and run. Once your true looks are restored, the people here will know who you are, and they will turn you in to Violet, Layla, and Xander.”

			“Those three are hunting me down, aren’t they?”

			“They are trying to, yes. You know as well as I their glory depends on bringing you to Zeus.”

			“If the disguise doesn’t last forever, then what am I supposed to do when it wears off? What other choice do I have, other than to face my punishment? I can’t fight and run forever. My father will catch me eventually.”

			Asteria took Karter’s hands. “Oh, no, my dear. Your destined greatness awaits you now, in the next part of your journey. You must keep going.”

			Karter yanked himself away from the Titan goddess. “What’s the point of greatness if everyone I love is gone? What’s the point of greatness if I’ve betrayed my father, if I’ve betrayed the gods?” He put his face in his hands, trying to hide the hot tears filling his eyes. “Spencer and Syrena are dead. My mother has been dead for years. All of them are gone because of me, and my father is going to kill me for what I’ve done, or maybe something worse. I’ve spoiled my greatness. I’ve spoiled my destiny. I’ve ruined everything. If I had just reached Spencer sooner, if I had just protected Syrena . . .” He gulped down a cry. “If I had just never been born.”

			“It pains me to hear you speak this way,” Asteria said, and Karter looked up at her. The goddess brushed a finger against his cheek, wiping away a few of his tears. “Even though there are many possible outcomes to everyone’s destiny, the universe sometimes allows certain things to happen in order for others to take place. And, although I saw many different outcomes to Spencer’s fate, the universe chose the scenario in which he was killed to unfold. But just because fate did not favor you that time, it does not mean hope is lost.”

			Karter’s lip quivered. “What do you want to achieve by telling me that? It doesn’t change anything.”

			“Your destined greatness awaits, Karter,” Asteria said. “Whether you seize it or not, whether you fall into despair or rise above your sadness— Well, the universe has given you a choice. I suggest you pick wisely.”

			She kissed his cheek, then disintegrated into thousands of stars, leaving him alone with his thoughts. 
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			Chapter Seven

			DECEIT
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			For the whole trip out of Aphrodite City and back to Diana and Kali, Andy’s head throbbed. However, it was nothing compared to the pain that still plagued his back muscles since he’d finished seeing those strange visions in the temple with the statue of Anteros. 

			A pitch-black sky loomed over them, their only guiding light that of the moon and stars, but thankfully the walk didn’t take near as long as the one earlier that day had. The group only encountered a couple of astynomia along the way, whom Prometheus swiftly strangled with his chains before they could even try to arrest anyone. After death, they transformed into various plants, much like the others had earlier. 

			When the group finally reached the spot in the forest where Diana, Kali, and the pegasi awaited them, Diana immediately began tending to Zoey’s injuries, as she said they were more severe than Andy’s and Darko’s. 

			While Diana healed Zoey’s wounds, Andy, Zoey, and Darko took turns telling Diana and Kali what had transpired in the city. Darko started by explaining how he’d gone off by himself and snuck into one of the astynomia quarters in order to steal the group more weapons. 

			The satyr pulled out a ball of brown thread from one of the bags. “After I snuck out of the quarters, I stumbled across a weaver’s shop and was able to take this while the owner wasn’t looking, too.”

			“Darko, we shouldn’t steal anything unless our survival depends on it,” Andy said. “Why would we need a ball of thread?”

			“Because we need to know where we’ve been as we’re walking through the Labyrinth,” Darko replied. 

			“That’s right,” Diana said. “In the old days, Theseus used a ball of thread as a trail behind him so he could find his way to the center, then followed the thread back out to escape after he’d slain the Minotaur.” 

			“Ohhhhhh,” Andy replied. “I must’ve forgotten that detail, but it makes sense.”

			Once Darko finished his version of events, Andy and Zoey talked about going to the bakery with Prometheus and meeting Jasmine, then later encountering the astynomia. 

			Zoey made no mention of Prometheus abandoning the group, as Andy had suspected the Titan had done since Zoey seemed shocked when the Titan rescued them earlier, and given the fact that the Titan hadn’t been with Zoey and Darko when Andy found them. Andy didn’t mention to Diana and Kali how he’d run off on Zoey to go to the temple, either. 

			Once Diana finished with Zoey, she gestured for Andy to come next, but before she started healing him, she pointed to his face. “Whoa, where’d your glasses go?” 

			He sighed, shooting Zoey a dispirited glance when he caught her raising her eyebrows expectantly at him, arms crossed. “I’ll explain later, maybe after we’re all feeling better,” he said. “It’s a really, really weird story.” 

			This answer seemed to be enough for Diana, as she began healing him. He hoped that after she did so the pains in his back would go away, but to his dismay, they remained. He didn’t want to say anything just yet, though—Darko was in a lot of pain. Andy wanted Diana to heal the satyr before Andy addressed the pain in his back to her. Plus, he still had to explain to Zoey why he’d run off.

			While Diana healed Darko, and Kali asked Prometheus more about Jasmine, Andy took a seat next to Zoey on a fallen log a ways from everyone else. “So, about earlier . . .” he began.

			“Uh, yeah, care to explain why you left me alone with Prometheus in the bakery?” Zoey interrupted. “You scared the crap out of me, just so you know.”

			Andy nibbled on his thumbnail, guilt creeping through him. “This weird feeling just came over me, okay? There was this buzzing in my chest, and later the feeling spread all through my body. I kept getting visions of a temple, and like, it was so weird—I knew the temple was in Aphrodite City, and I knew I needed to go to it. I didn’t know why. But then I went there, and the buzzing feeling stopped. And there was this statue, and I touched it, and I got these visions of some of the gods . . .” He paused, hardly believing what came out of his mouth, although he knew it to be true. “I know it sounds crazy. But I swear, all of it happened.”

			“I believe you. Go on.”

			“Well, after the visions ended, I wasn’t brought back to the temple. It was like I was trapped inside of clouds. And then the worst pain I’ve ever felt started up in my back. It seemed to last forever, and when it finally stopped, I was back in the temple. I looked outside. The sun was setting, and I knew I needed to get back to you and Darko fast. But the pain in my back never went away. It’s still here, even after Diana healed me.”

			“We’ll have to ask Diana what all of that could mean. Maybe there’s a reason you had the visions. Maybe someone was trying to give you an important message or something like that. Is that when you lost your glasses, too?”

			Andy put his head in his hands. “Oh my God, that’s the craziest part about all this. When the visions were over, my eyesight was super blurry, and I thought my glasses fell off. But then I realized they were on my face. I took them off, and I could see everything perfect. I’ve never had perfect eyesight. I’ve always needed glasses.”

			Zoey went quiet for a few moments, a puzzled expression on her face. “This is weird. I’m not sure what to think.”

			“Maybe I was bitten by a radioactive spider?”

			Zoey snorted. “Maybe. Anyway, when Diana is finished healing Darko, we need to bring what happened up to her. She usually has the all answers about this kind of stuff.”

			The sound of crunching grass and pine needles approached the pair, and Andy looked over. It was Diana. She walked toward Andy and Zoey, and once she grew close to them, she stopped and put her hands on her hips. It looked as though she’d finished healing Darko, who’d joined in with Kali and Prometheus’s conversation. 

			Diana’s breaths were labored, sweat seeping from her pores, surely from all the healing she’d just done. “Did I hear you say that I have all the answers?” The demigod winked despite her condition, then took a seat on Andy’s other side. “Because if you did, you’d be correct. What can I help you with, O Chosen Two of the Dreaded Prophecy?”

			Andy explained to Diana everything he’d just told Zoey, and Diana narrowed her eyes. “Hmm. Do you know who the statue was of? Did you get a chance to look, or did you just head out after you got the visions?”

			“Oh, I looked. There was a plaque that said the statue was of Anteros. It said he’s the God of Love, I think.”

			Diana knit her brow. “Anteros isn’t the God of Love. He’s the God of Requited Love, so, like, he’s the god of love being returned, if that makes sense. He’s a Son of Aphrodite and Ares. Well, at least, he was—back in the day, before he faded into nothingness since no one worshipped or remembered him anymore. What did you see in the visions, exactly?”

			Andy explained each vision in the best detail he could: first of Anteros and Calliope in the garden, then of Zeus telling the gods about his plan to destroy humanity, and finally of Anteros promising Calliope that he’d see her again, no matter what it took. 

			For a while Diana fiddled with a few strands of her yellow waves, her expression thoughtful, until finally she spoke. “When I still lived on Olympus, and me and the rest of the Warriors of the Gods were taught about history and all that, we learned a little bit about the gods who faded away years before the Storm. We were told that when Anteros disappeared, Aphrodite was pretty upset about it. I mean, she doesn’t have much of a heart for a lot of people, but figuring out her son was gone forever really messed her up, I guess. It’s possible that she constructed that temple in his honor, probably in an attempt to bring him back into existence through worship, but from everything I’ve learned about when gods die, that just isn’t possible. But through the temple—through people remembering him—it might be possible that bits and pieces of who he was are trapped there now, almost like a ghost or spirit.”

			“That would explain the visions since all of them involved him,” Andy said. “But that doesn’t explain the buzzing feeling I had and why I felt like I needed to go to the temple.”

			“It also doesn’t explain how you knew where the temple was, why your back hurts now, or why you don’t need glasses anymore,” Zoey added.

			Diana brushed her hair behind her ears. Her expression was that of worry, but she forced a smile regardless. “You know what? Don’t worry about it. I’ll think on it, and I’m sure once I pick my brain a little, I’ll be able to come up with something logical.” She climbed to her feet, wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Anyway, now that everyone’s healed and I’m feeling a little stronger, we should get going. Since you guys killed so many astynomia, everyone in the city is going to be looking for the murderer, and one of the first places they’ll look is in the forest surrounding the city.”

			“Where’ll we go next?” Zoey asked. “We only have two days to get the chains off of Prometheus, or he’s not helping us into the palace.”

			Diana smiled mischievously. “While you guys were gone, Kali and I had a lot of time to talk about that—”

			“Did you, now?” Andy asked. “And how’d that go?”

			He shared a knowing look with Zoey, and a smirk formed on her lips. “Did you guys bicker the entire time, or did you finally decide to get along?”

			Diana rolled her eyes. “We’re never going to get along, so don’t get your hopes up.”

			“For sure,” Andy replied, chuckling.

			“As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” the demigod continued. “While you guys were gone, Kali and I had a lot of time to talk about how to get Prometheus’s chains off. And I think we came up with something.” She paused as if for dramatic effect. “We need to go to Hephaestus City.”

			“Hephaestus City?” Zoey asked, eyebrow raised. “What’s in Hephaestus City?”

			“And why would we go into another city after we just had to straight up kill a bunch of astynomia in the last one?” Andy added.

			“Hephaestus is the Blacksmith of the Gods and the God of Fire and Metalworking,” Diana said. “There are forges in his city—forges he built, similar to the ones where Prometheus’s chains were created—and if the chains were made in a place similar to the forges in his city, I’ll bet they can be broken there. I can’t soften them with my light, but maybe they can be softened enough to break in the fire of those forges. Plus, since Hephaestus and Aphrodite are married, their cities are super close to each other. It’ll only take around half a day to get there from here, which in theory should leave enough time to accomplish our task.” 

			“Okay, makes sense—but I have a question. Why would Hephaestus teach other blacksmiths his skills?” Zoey asked. “Wouldn’t that put the gods at risk for the citizens to revolt? Wouldn’t that give them the tools to make their own weapons and stuff?”

			“Not exactly,” Diana replied. “Weapons aren’t all the blacksmiths there make, and any weapons that are made are shipped straight to New Mount Olympus or to the city’s astynomia. Besides, even if the citizens attained weapons and found the will to fight, the gods would squash them, no problem. The only chance anyone has at defeating the gods once and for all is by stealing their three main objects of power, like what we’re doing.”

			“Okay,” Zoey started. “This could work.”

			“But what if it doesn’t?” Andy asked. 

			“Honestly, it might not,” Diana replied. “But I can’t think of anything else. And if I can’t think of anything else, I’m pretty sure you guys can’t either. No offense.”

			Andy shrugged. “None taken.”

			“It’s settled then,” Diana said. “Let’s go.”

			While Andy and Zoey packed the group’s things and prepared to leave, Diana explained the plan she’d concocted with Kali to Darko and Prometheus. They agreed it was most likely their best bet at freeing the Titan from his chains, and with that, the group headed northeast toward Hephaestus City. 

			After a few hours passed, Diana instructed the group to land and make camp, reasoning that they’d traveled far enough from Aphrodite City so that no astynomia would be able to find them. Andy, sure he wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway because of the pain in his back, offered to watch for monsters while everyone else rested. 

			Within half an hour, the group had made camp and was sound asleep. Andy stared into the black of night and gritted his teeth, willing the spasms of discomfort in his back to go away. Memories of the visions he’d seen in the temple flashed across his mind. He wondered why they’d come to him, and if they meant anything. 

			“Andy?” Darko said from behind him. 

			Andy turned around slowly, trying not to agitate his back but grimacing as more pain arced up it. “Hey, Darko. What’s up? Are you having trouble sleeping?”

			“Well, kinda. I just— I mean . . .” The satyr sighed, and Andy knit his brow. Was something wrong? Had something bad happened when they’d been separated, and Darko hadn’t come out and told the group? “Yeah, I’m restless. Watching those astynomia die earlier, and talking about Phoenix and everything . . .”

			Andy was suddenly reminded of a time before the world had ended. It had been a hot summer night, and his mother had just finished a long day working a ten-hour shift at her retail job and completing her college homework. She’d fallen asleep in her room right after dinner, and neither Andy nor his little sister, Melissa, ever bothered their mother more than what was necessary when she’d had a day like that. 

			“Andy?” Melissa had whispered while she stood in his doorway a few hours after he’d tucked her in for bed. “I can’t sleep.”

			At this, Andy had immediately logged out of his computer game with Mark, texted his friend that he’d be on later, and turned his attention toward his sister. “Well, that’s no good, Mel-Mel. You’ve gotta get your rest. Maybe there’s a way we can tire you out. Should we try watching cartoons, reading a book, playing games, or all of the above?”

			Melissa had squealed in glee at his proposition. “All of the above!”

			And with that, Andy remembered, they’d done those things together. They’d watched a couple of episodes of Melissa’s favorite princess cartoon, they’d read several chapters of The Tale of Despereaux by Kate DiCamillo, and they’d played board games until Melissa grew tired and fell asleep in her brother’s embrace. 

			A thought came to Andy’s mind. He didn’t have a TV to watch shows on, nor did he have any books or board games, but there were other ways he and Darko could entertain themselves. Long before Andy’s dad had died, when Andy was just a little kid, the man had taught Andy some of the games he’d played when he was younger that didn’t require many materials. 

			“You ever play tic-tac-toe? Or thumb war?” Andy asked, and Darko shook his head. “All right, get comfortable. You’re about to learn.” Darko took a seat next to Andy, and Andy drew a three-by-three grid for tic-tac-toe in the dirt and explained the rules. 

			Darko’s eyes lit with excitement as Andy told him how to play. “Hey, it’s just like the game Phoenix and I used to play when I was little! We’d use white cloth and some ink. The higher-ups always scolded us for it. Yeah, it was just like tic-tac-toe, except instead of X’s and O’s, we drew axes and arrows.” The satyr laughed. “I don’t remember what Phoenix called the game, but that’s what I always called it. Axes and Arrows, I mean.”

			“Okay, so you’ve played tic-tac-toe then, basically,” Andy said. “But what about thumb war?” Darko raised his eyebrows, and Andy chuckled. “I’ll take that as a no.” 

			Andy quickly explained the rules of thumb war, and again, Darko recognized the game. “We used to play that one too,” the satyr said. “Usually before bed. Except we pretended our thumbs were swords, and we called it Sword Fight.”

			“Okay, we can either play Axes and Arrows first, or we can play Sword Fight first. It’s up to you.” 

			“Let’s do Sword Fight, then Axes and Arrows.”

			Andy grinned. “You’re on.”

			And so, until Darko grew tired enough to sleep, the two of them alternated between playing Sword Fight and Axes and Arrows, laughing and joking all the while.

			*~*~*~

			Karter awoke to soft knocks on his door. 

			He sat up and Ivy stepped into the room, a bucket of water and a rag in hand. “Good morning, Erick. How are you feeling today?”

			Karter yawned, rubbing his eyes. After Asteria had left him the night before, it had taken him hours to fall asleep. He stretched and, to his surprise, none of his injuries hurt as he did so. “Uh, I’m feeling great, honestly.”

			Ivy set the bucket next to the bed and wet the rag in it. “I’m pleased to hear our treatments are doing their job so well. We have to keep you healing, though, so it’s time to clean up. Strip down.”

			The first time Ivy had said “strip down” to Karter, his cheeks had practically lit on fire, and he’d had to ask her what she’d meant by it exactly. To his relief, she’d only meant to strip down to his undergarments so she could clean and rebandage his wounds. Not that Karter had never been naked in front of a girl before; he’d taken off his clothes for Violet and a few other young women plenty of times in his life. The difference was that because Ivy was so young, the command had caught him off guard. However, Ivy had tended his wounds several times now. He knew the drill. 

			He pulled off his robes, leaving only his undergarments. Ivy unwrapped his bandages and began cleaning his injuries with the wet rag, humming a happy tune.  

			Karter cleared his throat. “So, uh, how long have you worked here? In this healing shrine?”

			Ivy stopped humming. “Oh, well, let’s see”—she pulled away from Karter and wrung out the wet rag over her bucket of water—“I suppose since the day I could walk. I can’t remember a time I wasn’t caring for patients here. And how long have you been a farmer?”

			A farmer. That must be what Asteria told them I was. “Uh, the same time as you. Since I could walk, I think.”

			“Well, isn’t that wonderful?” She wiped away the last of the dried blood caked around Karter’s stitches, then dropped the rag into the bucket and stood. “I must say, you’re one of my most pleasant patients, Erick. In fact, you’ve already healed so much and in such a short time that I’d say you might have a little divine blood in you!” She chuckled, and Karter laughed awkwardly. If only you knew, he thought. “Anyway, I’ll have your breakfast ready in the next half hour. Since you’re feeling so good, perhaps later I can take you on a tour of the healing shrine.”

			Karter halfway smiled. “Perhaps.” He’d never been inside one of the healing shrines in any of the cities; all injuries he or the other demigods had ever suffered from were healed by Apollo, or if a demigod was too far from Olympus and the gods did not answer their prayers, they would have to work through it on their own, lest they’d die. 

			Ivy smiled sweetly and gathered the bucket. She slipped out of the room, leaving Karter there and closing the door behind her. 

			Karter yawned and rested his head against his pillow, pulling his blanket up to his chin. Until Ivy returned with breakfast, he would rest.

			After a while of sleep, Karter awoke to banging on his door. “Yes?” he called. “Ivy, is that you?”

			“It sounds like him,” hissed the familiar voice of a young woman on the other side of the door, sending chills down Karter’s spine. “Let us in there, you filthy peasant.”

			“I can assure you,” a voice that could only be Ivy said, “the Son of Zeus isn’t here. He isn’t one of my patients.”

			“Then prove it and open the gods-damned door!”

			Someone—Karter guessed Ivy—pushed open the door, revealing three familiar figures standing with her in the entryway. 

			Karter froze. It was Violet, Layla, and Xander. 

			*~*~*~

			The group landed their pegasi outside of Hephaestus City and overlooked it while hidden in the trees atop a hill, the sun rising at a steady pace. Even from this distance, Zoey could tell it was one of the most fascinating places she’d ever traveled to. 

			The layout of the city was nearly identical to Aphrodite City’s, with farmland, neighborhoods, marketplaces, and temples. However, it was clear Hephaestus City’s constructions and inner workings were far different. Instead of glistening gold-and-white buildings, its buildings, although they had similar shapes and pillars as Aphrodite City’s, appeared as though they were forged with bronze and smeared with black soot. Citizens walked on stone paths which lined the twisting streets, where old-fashioned-looking cars hobbled along, spurting what had to be some sort of gas from their backsides. However, most interesting of all was what had been constructed near the center of the city: a rectangular copper-colored building with nine cylindrical towers of varying heights, all reaching for the sky and filling it with clouds of thick smoke which hovered over the city like a blanket of smog. 

			Diana pointed in the direction of the smoking building. “The forges.”

			Andy traipsed next to Zoey and whistled. “Whoa.” Zoey nodded slowly. 

			“So, who’s going in this time?” Darko asked. “And who’s staying with the pegasi?”

			Diana turned to the satyr. “Maybe this time you and Andy could stay out with the pegasi.”

			Andy and Darko shared mischievous grins. “When they leave, I’m totally annihilating you in Sword Fight,” Andy said. Darko raised an eyebrow as if he was skeptical of Andy’s words. 

			Diana rolled her eyes at the boys and continued giving directions. “Anyway, I’ll go into the city and use the cloak you guys stole yesterday to hide my face so no one recognizes me; otherwise, it might take whoever goes in forever to find the forges, and we don’t have that kind of time. We need to leave the Helm out here, too, in case we have any sort of run-in with astynomia like last time. It’s best we do everything we can to make sure they don’t know who we are and that they don’t get ahold of our stuff.”

			“You think it’ll be okay leaving only two people out here with the pegasi and the Helm?” Kali asked, putting her hands on her hips as she faced Diana. “What if they cross paths with a monster and they aren’t able to fight it off or something? Maybe if it was you and someone else it would be okay, since you’re a demigod, but they don’t have powers or anything like that.”

			“You’re right,” Diana said, then smirked. “Would you be willing to do the honors of staying out here with Andy and Darko and assisting them in protecting the pegasi and Helm?” 

			Kali did a little curtsy. “Anything for you, Princess.” 

			“Thank you,” Diana said, winking. She turned to Zoey and Prometheus. “All right, you two, it’s up to us. We need to get ready and go quickly. We don’t have any time to waste.”

			Zoey, Diana, and Prometheus began sorting through their supplies, discussing what could be brought into the city and what couldn’t. Diana decided they may be able to conceal a few daggers in her cloak, but other than that, she didn’t think it would be smart to take in any weapons. At least this way we have a little more protection than last time, Zoey thought. 

			Someone tapped Zoey’s shoulder. She swung around to find Andy there, nibbling on his thumbnail. “Zoey—before you guys go in there—could I talk to you? In private?”

			Her stomach flipped. “Yeah. Sure.”

			Andy turned, putting his hands at his sides, and walked farther into the trees. She followed, her mind buzzing with questions. What did Andy want to talk to her about? Why did it have to be done in private? 

			She thought back to the time at Deltama Village when Diana had told her that Andy was “practically in love” with her. Was Diana right—did Andy have feelings for her? Was he about to tell her that? If he did, what was she supposed to say? 

			How about, “I don’t think about you that way”? she thought. At least, I don’t think I do. Right?

			She shook her head. It had taken forever to get over what Jet did to her, and the first guy she’d been attracted to since Jet was Spencer, who had not only been totally in love with someone else, but had also just died. She wasn’t ready to start liking someone else—especially not someone she loved deeply as a friend.

			If Andy did in fact have romantic feelings for her, how badly would it hurt him if she told him she couldn’t reciprocate those feelings?

			Finally, when the two of them were out of earshot of the rest of the group, Andy took a seat on a fallen log and gestured at the spot next to him. She plopped down at his side, brushing tangled curls behind her ears. 

			Andy cleared his throat. “Zoey—there’s something I—there’s something I wanted to tell you.”

			“What is it?” she asked, trying to mask her nervousness. 

			“Back before we—I mean—before we were brought here, you didn’t seem to know who I was when you stood up to Jet for me. You asked me for my name and all that. I pretended not to know who you were, but I did. I’d known your name for a long time. Ever since the first day I saw you . . . I guess you could say I always really admired you.”

			Zoey’s heart raced. “Admired me? For what?”

			“Well . . .” His cheeks turned pink. “You’re—beautiful.” Heat rushed into Zoey’s face. She knew now her suspicions had to be correct, and she still had no idea what she’d say when Andy told her he liked her. “But I didn’t just admire you because you’re pretty. People always talked about you. They always said you did some messed-up stuff when you were younger, and it seemed like you didn’t have a lot of friends because of it. But it also always seemed like you didn’t let it bother you. It seemed like you always chose to rise above the gossip—above the lies people told about you. It took me a long time to learn how to do that, and I still couldn’t ignore Jet when he insulted my mom. But the fact that you ignored the stuff people said about you was really admirable.”

			Suddenly the fact Andy might have romantic feelings for her didn’t matter so much. Zoey looked down at her feet. He thinks they were rumors. She recalled the day she’d stood up to Jet for him, led him out to her truck, and given him a ride to his car. He’d said he didn’t believe the “rumors” surrounding her then, too. Back in Deltama Village, she’d wondered whether or not if he knew the truth, he’d still want to be her friend—even if he knew why she did what she did—and now she wondered so again.

			“What if they weren’t rumors?” Zoey asked. “What if it was all true?”

			“But it’s not,” Andy said. “You’re not that kind of person. You’re an amazing person. You’re strong, and smart, and selfless, and . . .” They locked eyes. “After all that’s happened, you mean so much to me. You’re the last normal thing left in my life.”

			“Would you still feel that way if the rumors were true?”

			“Are you saying they are?”

			“Just answer the question.”

			Andy turned from her and furrowed his brow. “I guess I don’t know. Those things just don’t sound like you. You’re not like that.” 

			Zoey stood, balling her fist at her side. “Like what? A slut? Say what you want. I’ve heard it all.” Tears burned her eyes, threatening to run down her cheeks at any moment. Don’t cry, she thought. No one deserves your tears. Their opinions don’t matter. They don’t matter. 

			Andy stared at her with wide eyes, and she clenched her jaw, willing herself to shut him out. She’d done it before to people she’d loved, and she could do it again. Shutting people out was something she’d grown accustomed to before the end of the world. 

			Wait, no. She didn’t want to shut Andy out. She wanted to be his friend. She wanted him to know the truth about her, understand why she’d done what she’d done, and not judge her for it. 

			However, from the look on his face now, that would probably never happen. Could she backpedal and repair the damage she’d surely just inflicted on their friendship?

			“I would never call you something like that,” Andy said. “I wouldn’t call anyone that. But—what everyone said about you is true, isn’t it? Why didn’t you just come out and say so?”

			Zoey bit her lip. She had to convince him it was all gossip. Rumors. Lies. She had to make her past go away. She had to escape it, like she thought she had when the world had ended. 

			She closed her eyes and focused on what she could say to make Andy believe her. Her throat began to tingle, as if her vocal cords were gently vibrating, and the words spilled from her mouth without a second thought. “Andy, of course none of what they used to say is true. You don’t really believe I’d ever do something like that, do you?”

			Opening her eyes to look at him, she rested her hand on his shoulder, and a shock—like static electricity—passed through her hand and up her arm. She flinched, pulling back, but Andy only smiled as though nothing had happened. “You’re right, Zoey. Sorry. That was crazy rude of me to say.”

			Zoey blinked a few times. What the hell? 

			She backed away from him, ready to head toward the rest of the group and travel into Hephaestus City. As she spoke her last words to Andy, her throat began tingling again. “Well, I better get going. We gotta get those chains off Prometheus.”

			“You do, but there was something I needed to tell y—”

			“You can tell me later, Andy.”

			And with that, she hurried back to the group to start their next mission. Andy followed her, saying nothing, and before she knew it, she, Diana, and Prometheus were walking through the forest toward Hephaestus City. 
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			Chapter Eight

			FORGES
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			Smoke from the sky snaked into the streets and curled into Zoey’s throat. 

			She broke into a fit of coughing for what seemed like the hundredth time and looked to Diana—who had disguised her appearance with the long cloak Zoey and Andy had stolen from Aphrodite City—as the three of them walked along winding paths toward the forges of Hephaestus City. “How much longer do you think it’ll take to get there?” Zoey asked. 

			The group had already trekked through some farmland and several neighborhoods, and were now marching through the city’s Agora, which seemed to go on forever. 

			Diana pulled the cloak tighter around herself. “It shouldn’t be too much longer.”

			“I hope not,” Zoey remarked. “I don’t wanna be out past curfew after what happened last time.” 

			Prometheus chuckled. The Titan had disguised himself again, much as he had before entering Aphrodite City. His chains were now bracelets, and he’d shrunk down considerably. “We have plenty of time until then. The sun hasn’t even hit its highest point in the sky yet.”

			Zoey set her gaze ahead. Even if Prometheus said they had plenty of time, she felt as though time were wasting away. However, she couldn’t let herself worry about it. She needed to stay positive. They’d reach the forges, break Prometheus’s chains, and get out of here. Then the Titan would help them. That had to be the way the situation would work out. At this point, there were no other options. 

			The group continued to pass through the Agora. Bronze-colored cars that looked as though they’d been plucked from 1920 puttered down the streets, while hundreds of citizens bustled in and out of shops and along the soot-smeared paths. Hundreds more worked away: some swept the streets, some shined shoes, and some stood next to carts full of a variety of items, insisting to every person strolling by that they needed to “take a look.” 

			Hours passed, and finally they reached the rectangular building near the center of the city: the one Diana had said the forges were located inside. The building looked as though it were carved from copper, with nine smoking, cylindrical towers stemming from it, most of them so tall they seemed to touch the clouds. The building possessed no windows, but the sounds of fires roaring, hammers slamming against metal, and voices booming could still be heard from outside of it.

			“This is it,” Diana said, pausing in front of the building. 

			Zoey crossed her arms. “How’re we supposed to get in there without being caught and questioned by someone?”

			“We’ll just say we lost our jobs,” Diana replied in a hushed voice. “We could pretend we want to apply for work here, at least until we can steal some uniforms or something. I know they wouldn’t like us snooping through their stuff if we hadn’t yet been hired, so I think disguising ourselves as employees—after we’re already in, of course—is our best bet at finding what we need.”

			The group headed toward the building’s front entrance, where a ten-foot-tall bronze door loomed over them. “Do we just walk in, or what?” Zoey asked. 

			Diana grabbed a door handle and pried the massive entryway open. “Yup. Go ahead.” They stepped inside onto an iron platform, and Diana shut the entrance behind them. A rush of blistering heat slammed Zoey in the face and blew her hair backward, and after catching sight of what lay before them, she gasped.

			The building seemed to go for miles belowground, all the way until it stopped at a pit at the very bottom, where several more forges resided. Working in the pit at these forges were mammoth-sized bald men clothed in rags. The men’s leathery skin was drawn tight over their veins and muscles, and instead of two eyes, they had one giant eye in the center of their sweaty, wrinkled foreheads. 

			“Cyclopes,” Diana said, pointing at the colossal one-eyed men. “The elder Cyclopes were the creatures who constructed the Helm of Darkness, Poseidon’s Trident, and the Master Lightning Bolt for the gods as a gift when Zeus freed them from the Titans. Centuries later, their descendants were known to herd sheep and eat men passing through their domains. Now some torment people in the forests along with the other monsters, while some live here.”

			Above the group, hundreds of balcony-like structures were situated on all sides of the building’s walls, each one complete with its own personal flaming forge—however, these ones had regular people working at them instead of Cyclopes. Three to four people worked at each balcony-forge, wearing coats, gloves, and masks with dark goggles attached. Smoke and steam rose from the forges into the cylindrical towers high above. 

			“How do the workers get to their stations?” Zoey asked, and Diana pointed to the side of the platform at four barred doors which led to small chambers in the wall. Zoey squinted, looking around at the rest of the walls. Upon closer inspection, she realized there were dozens more of the barred-door chambers moving up and down and side to side within the walls, carrying people to and from their work stations, gears and cogs spinning to keep the machinery suspended. 

			“They’re elevators,” Zoey said. “We had the same kind of contraptions in the Before Time. They were a little different, but same idea. How do the Cyclopes get to their station? The elevators don’t look big enough for them.”

			“They never leave,” Diana said. “They’re slaves. They’re given room and board here by Hephaestus, but he wants to keep them trapped their whole lives. That’s why they’re down in a pit.” 

			One of the Cyclopes let out a long wail, shaking the building and making everyone jump. Once the creature quieted, Zoey put her hand to her heart. “That’s so sad.”

			“Don’t worry too much about it,” Diana replied. “Cyclopes are like most of the other monsters we’ve faced. They’d eat you the first chance they got.”

			A tall man at the closest forge to the group paused his hammering and turned to them. He lifted his mask, then shouted over the commotion. “Hello, strangers, and welcome. How can I help you?”

			Diana stepped forward and yelled back. “We’re looking for work.”

			“Oh! Give me a minute, please.” He scurried past the other workers at his forge and slammed his hand down on a large button in the wall. Within moments, an elevator made its way to his station and creaked open. He stepped inside, and in no time it transported him to the platform the group stood on. He made his way toward them. 

			He was young, probably in his mid to late twenties, with skin and eyes a deep shade of brown, his black hair falling in waves over his shoulders. He had a large, pointed nose stained with soot, equally big ears sticking out on either side of his slender head. 

			The man gave the group a smile, his teeth straight and white. His eyes crinkled kindly around the edges. “You say you’re searching for work?”

			“That’s right,” Diana said. “Could you take us to whoever is in charge here, so we can ask if there are any jobs available?”

			“You’re looking at one of ’em,” the man said, and stuck out a gloved hand to Diana. She gingerly took it and gave it a shake. “The name’s Troy, Master Blacksmith of the Hephaestus City Forges. The other one in charge would be my twin sister, Marina, who I believe is in the break room now on lunch. I do think we have a few openings available, but Marina would be the one to talk to about it, as she does all the hiring. Would you like to speak with her?”

			“Yes, please.”

			Troy turned around and walked back into the elevator from which he’d come, gesturing for them to follow. “All right, c’mon then.” 

			Zoey and Prometheus looked to Diana, who set her jaw. “When we get to the break room, we’ll knock out anyone in there and steal their uniforms,” she whispered. “Then hurry to one of the forges, soften Prometheus’s chains, break them, and get out of here.” Zoey and Prometheus nodded, and the group followed the Master Blacksmith into the elevator. 

			There were rows of numbered buttons on the elevator’s left wall, and Troy punched several. The machine roared to life, then began traveling up, up, up. They passed dozens of forges where men and women alike worked on what looked like car and clock parts, weapons, and other various items. She gripped one of the door’s bars tight, not daring to glance at the pit where the Cyclopes worked below.

			“Has anyone ever fallen off their forge and down . . . there?” Zoey asked, cocking her head in the pit’s direction.

			“Only the stupid ones. The fall is big enough to kill them instantly, but they prove themselves useful still.”

			“How can they be useful if they’re dead?” Zoey asked. 

			“Oh, they make good treats for the Cyclopes,” Troy answered. “Those guys never do stop whining, so even though it’s tragic when someone falls down there, at least the rest of us get a day or two of peace before they start it up again.”  

			Zoey gulped as another Cyclops let out a long, solemn wail. “Good to know.”

			Finally, the elevator stopped at another platform. The door opened and they stepped out, another door waiting for them ten feet ahead. Troy swung the door open and held it for them. “C’mon then, head inside.” 

			They did as he said, walking into the break room. This one was made of metal, too—lined with several long tables with meat, fruit, bread, and copper glasses scattered atop them. Six men and women sat together eating at one of the tables. They wore normal civilian clothes, their uniforms piled beside their feet.  

			A young woman with shoulder-length black hair turned around to face them, her brown skin smeared with soot. Her nose and ears were similar in size and shape to Troy’s, her eyes the same dark color as his. 

			The woman smiled, which made her look even more like the Master Blacksmith. “Hey there, strangers.”

			“Marina, these fine folks here are searching for work,” Troy said to the woman, shutting the break-room door behind him. “I thought we had some openings, but I wanted to talk to you first before making any promises.”

			Marina pursed her lips, eyeing each member of the group up and down. “We do have quite a few openings, yes, and these people look like they’ll make great additions to the team. I’m sure we can find something easy to do for the cripple.” 

			Zoey flinched at the word “cripple” but chose not to reply. Just keep up the act, and soon we’ll be out of here. 

			“We’ll go to my office and fill out the proper paperwork,” Marina said as she stood and crossed her arms. “You’ll all start your training tomorrow, so you can be working in the forges within the next few months.”

			With one hand, Diana kept the cloak pulled tight around her face. With the other, she conjured a sphere of blazing sunlight. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m afraid we’re just stopping in for today.” 

			Diana launched the attack for Marina, and to Zoey’s surprise, Marina didn’t try to dodge it. Instead, she threw up her hands. From her palms, streams of flames erupted. The flames collided with Diana’s sphere of sunlight, and both disintegrated, the smell of smoke filling the air. 

			The rest of the men and women in the break room shot up and grabbed cutting-knives off the table. Behind the group, Troy blocked the door.

			Marina chuckled. “For that little outburst, I’m going to need you folks to explain who you are and what exactly you’re doing here, unless you’d like to be burned to crisps.” 

			*~*~*~

			Karter paced his healing shrine room, panic brewing in his chest. 

			The demigod trio hadn’t taken him away earlier that day when they’d burst into his refuge, as they hadn’t been able to see through his “Erick” disguise, but none of them had been convinced the Son of Zeus wasn’t in the city altogether. 

			Xander had laughed, almost maniacally. “He’s here, somewhere, and he’s going to be sorry for running off on us when I get my hands on him next.”

			“We’ll stay in the city and watch for him,” Violet had said, her opalescent eyes glittering with malice. “He can’t hide from us forever.” And with that, they’d left Karter alone again. Ivy had brought him breakfast, and he’d pretended as though nothing were bothering him even after he refused her tour of the healing shrine. 

			He ran shaking hands through his hair. How much longer would this disguise last? What if it wore off while he was still in the city, and the demigod trio caught him? I’m dead anyway, he thought. Either way, Father will have me back eventually. Tears filled his eyes, anguish clawing at his insides and threatening to pull him into its black abyss. He knew if he allowed it to this time, he’d never escape again. 

			“Your destined greatness awaits,” Asteria had said. “Whether you seize it or not, whether you fall into despair or rise above your sadness— Well, the universe has given you a choice. I suggest you pick wisely.”

			Karter paused and tried to even his breathing. Perhaps Asteria was right: perhaps the universe had a greater plan for him than he’d expected. Although he blamed himself for the deaths of everyone he loved, although it felt as though he had no hope left for the future, maybe there was a reason he was still here after all this time. 

			A knock sounded at his door, and Ivy stepped inside. “Hello, Erick, I just wanted to check on y—” She stopped, her eyes going wide at the sight of him. 

			He turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

			“Your—your hair. But that means . . . the Daughter of Aphrodite . . .”

			He lunged toward the grandfather clock and looked into the glass. The reflection staring back at him made his blood turn cold. His hair, once yellow and short because of Asteria’s spell, had changed back to shaggy and black. The rest of my disguise is going to fade away soon, too, he thought. 

			He turned to Ivy. “I swear, this isn’t what it looks like.”

			Ivy darted out of the room and down the hallway. “Guards! Guards, come quickly!”

			Karter ran to the window, then balled a fist, conjured his inherited child-of-Zeus strength, and punched it. The glass shattered. He picked a few stray pieces from his stinging, bleeding knuckles, then jumped outside into the streets of Hephaestus City. 

			*~*~*~

			“I think it’s my turn to teach you guys a game,” Kali said, scribbling away the latest three-by-three board Andy had drawn in the dirt.

			While Andy, Darko, and Kali guarded the Helm and pegasi in the forest, they’d decided to pass the time by playing Axes and Arrows and Sword Fight. Kali hadn’t known how to play either, but the names had intrigued her, so Andy and Darko had explained the rules. At first, she’d lost every round, but once she’d gotten the hang of things, she’d beaten Andy and Darko at both games several times.

			After the disaster Andy had created trying to express his feelings to Zoey, explaining the games to Kali and playing them with her and Darko had proved to be a good distraction to keep his mind off his embarrassment—and off the everlasting pain in his back.

			Andy plucked up a pebble and flicked it into the air. “Okay, Kali, what’s this game of yours called?”

			“Five Stones,” Kali said, climbing to her feet. 

			“And what do we need to play?” Andy asked. 

			Kali looked down at him and cocked her head. “Five . . . stones?” 

			Darko burst out laughing. “I thought the name gave it away.” 

			“Probably did,” Andy said, smiling.

			Kali gathered five rocks around the same size, took a seat in front of Andy and Darko, laid the stones before them, and explained the rules. There were eight steps, and Andy understood the first few—something about throwing one stone, at the same time picking another one up, then catching the one that was thrown, and every round the amount of stones that were picked up increased—but Kali talked so fast he hardly caught the minor details, not to mention how one went about winning the game. 

			“I used to play Five Stones with my mother,” Kali said, once she’d finished explaining the rules. “Before, well, you know.”

			Andy opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say a word, the unfamiliar but seductive voice of a young woman said from behind them, “My, my, what an interesting scene I’ve stumbled upon here. What do you peasant scum think you’re doing outside the city?”

			Andy shot to his feet. Sharp pain arced down his back. It hadn’t stopped hurting all day, but he couldn’t let that hold him back. Ignoring the sensation, he unsheathed his sword and swung around to catch sight of a tall and unbelievably beautiful girl who had to be only a few years older than himself. Her wavy blonde hair hung all the way to her hips, her eyes glittering pink, green, and silver—as though her irises were made of opals.

			“Who’re you?” Andy asked. 

			The girl flipped her hair. “I am Violet, Daughter of Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love and Beauty.” 

			Andy’s nostrils flared. Hadn’t Violet been one of the demigods who’d destroyed Alikan Village and slain everyone there? Was this demigod one of the monsters who took away Darko’s last hope for a normal life? 

			The group’s three pegasi, who’d been quietly grazing a ways away from the group, reared back and squealed as they spotted Violet stepping closer. With what seemed like minimal effort, Violet swiftly reached into her robes, pulled out three pink darts, and flung them one, two, three at the pegasi. The darts pierced the pegasi in the necks, sinking deep into their flesh. 

			“Ajax!” Kali cried. “Aladdin! Luna!” The winged horses calmed, dropping on all fours, then began to sway. Within moments, they toppled onto the forest floor. 

			Violet sneered and turned toward the group. “How curious that a satyr and two peasant scum would have pegasi in their dirty clutches. No matter, I suppose. I’ll have them back on New Mount Olympus in no time.”

			Kali seized her spear and brandished it at Violet. “Over my dead body.”

			Violet narrowed her eyes. “Even with that pathetic excuse for a weapon, death can be easily arranged for you.”

			“Bull,” Andy said. “There are three of us and one of you. We’ll take you down easy.”

			“Think again,” Violet said. “One of your friends has already fallen under my spell. Satyr, get ready to shoot them.”

			Andy’s gut clenched. Beside him, Darko nocked an arrow. Andy looked over. Darko’s irises were shifting between brown and shimmering opalescent—an opalescent much like Violet’s eyes—until finally settling back to brown. His expression was blank, and he aimed his weapon straight for Andy. 

			“What the hell did you do to him?” Andy said. 

			Violet cackled. “The satyr looked into my eyes, as you all did, but because he is in love with no one, he has fallen deeply in love with me. So deeply, in fact, that he’s now under my control.”
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			Chapter Nine

			CAPTURE
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			Andy swung his sword at Violet. “Let him go.”

			“I’d rather not,” Violet said, twirling a blonde wave with her fingers. “Satyr, take your arrow and point the tip at your own throat. If either of your former companions try to hurt me, stop you, or run away, I want you to skewer yourself.” 

			Darko raised the arrow to his neck. “Anything for you.”

			“No!” Andy cried. “Don’t hurt him!”

			Violet strode toward Andy. “My, my, this is a strange development: the pig-faced mortal boy seems to care for the incompetent satyr. Didn’t you know the gods would have you both killed for less?” 

			“Please,” Andy said. “Stop.”

			The demigod laughed. “If you don’t want the satyr harmed, then I’d advise you to drop your weapons.” Andy threw his sword to the ground, while Kali tossed her spear aside. “Oh, get rid of the dagger too.” 

			Andy took the knife from his belt and pitched it into the dirt. “Okay. We’re unarmed. Now would you please let Darko go?”

			“Tell me,” Violet started, eyeing the group’s supplies bags, “what do those packs carry?”

			“Our stuff,” Andy said.

			“Empty them, or the satyr dies.”

			Kali put a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Andy, I’m not sure we should do as she says,” she whispered. “The Helm.”

			“I know what you mean,” he replied. “But we can’t just let her kill Darko. Besides, even if we did fight, she might have more of those dart things, knock us out, and get someone else to take the Helm anyway. At least this way we can fight later.”

			After coming to the agreement that it was better to save Darko’s life instead of overpowering the demigod, Andy and Kali did as Violet instructed: they opened the bags and dumped out the contents inside. Their things came tumbling to the forest floor, including the Helm of Darkness. 

			Violet burst into a fit of cackling. “Oh my gods, you’re the two mortals from the Before Time, aren’t you?”

			“I’m not,” Kali said. 

			“But he is, isn’t he?” Violet continued, pointing at Andy. “Does this mean the Daughter of Apollo is in Hephaestus City? It must. Tell me, did you really think you’d be able to get away with such heinous crimes?”

			“It’s not like you can take the Helm from us, anyway,” Andy blurted out, desperation flooding his senses. “And I’m sure you know that. Diana does, and Spencer did. You can’t touch it. It’ll suck your life force away.”

			“I may not be able to,” Violet replied, “but there are others who can. You, the girl, and the satyr.” She pointed at Darko. “Satyr! Grab the Helm of Darkness, conceal it inside one of the bags, and carry it for me. As for the two of you,” she continued, looking to Andy and Kali. “The Olympians will be pleased when I deliver you to them in chains.”

			*~*~*~

			“What should we do?” Zoey whispered to Diana and Prometheus, her heart racing, as Troy, Marina, and the rest of the workers in the break room of the Hephaestus City Forges cornered them. She’d brought her dagger into the city, sure, but was it smart for the group to battle these people?

			Prometheus allowed his disguise to fade away. He grew taller and taller, his bracelets melting and morphing back into their true forms. “We should fight.”

			Marina wiggled her fingers, orange flames curling from them and into the air. “I wouldn’t recommend it. You’re outnumbered. Now, would you like to cooperate and tell me who you are and what you’re doing here, or am I going to have to kill you?”

			“We may be outnumbered,” Diana said, “but that hasn’t stopped us before.” She ripped off her cloak, threw it aside, and conjured a blazing sphere of sunlight in each hand. 

			One of the workers pointed her cutting-knife at Diana. “It’s the Daughter of Apollo!”

			“Didn’t she aid the Chosen Two of the Prophecy in defeating King Hades and Queen Persephone and stealing the Helm of Darkness?” a man asked. 

			Marina locked eyes with Troy, and they gave each other a nod. She allowed her flames to disintegrate, and they raised their hands as if in surrender. “Stand down,” Troy said. “We can’t defeat the Daughter of Apollo in a fight.”

			“What are you on about?” another man said. “She’s a traitor, and so are these other two just for associating themselves with her. We can’t let them get away. If we do, we’ll be killed.”

			The man lunged for Diana, but before the demigod could attack him, Marina leapt into the air and kicked the man in the back of his head with such force he dropped face-first to the floor and fell unconscious. Zoey gasped. What was Marina doing? What in the hell was going on?

			“Marina, what have you done?” a woman said, staring wide-eyed at the man on the floor. “You know the law. When the astynomia find out you defended the Daughter of Apollo, you’ll be executed.”

			Troy stepped forward, cracking his knuckles. “Good thing none of them will be finding out what went on today then, right?” 

			The five remaining workers in the break room snarled. “Traitors,” one said. They raised their cutting-knives and thrusted themselves toward Troy and Marina, but within moments the black-haired twins slapped the utensils from the workers’ hands and knocked them unconscious. 

			The siblings dragged the workers, one by one, to a nearby closet and stuffed them inside. “We have to go,” Marina said. “Quickly.”

			Diana held the spheres of light up as if to shield the group from the twins. “And why would we trust you?”

			Troy grabbed a ring of keys from his robes and used one to lock the closet door. “Maybe because we just took out our own employees to protect you?”

			“He has a point,” Zoey said. “They must be on our side—well, at least somewhat.”

			“Just cover yourself, Daughter of Apollo,” Marina said. “And follow us. We can explain later. But it’s vital to your safety that we leave this area immediately.” 

			Diana retrieved her cloak and pulled it back on, and the group followed Troy and Marina out of the break room, onto the platform outside, and into another elevator. Once everyone had gathered inside, Troy punched in a few numbers. The wall behind them creeeaaaaaked as though another door was opening. When the sound ceased, the elevator shifted backward, farther inside the wall. Soon Zoey couldn’t see any of the forges below, the inside of the elevator growing dim.

			“Where are you taking us?” Diana asked. 

			“To our workshop,” Troy replied. The elevator began traveling downward.

			Marina turned to Diana, peering at the demigod through dim light. “What are you really doing here?”

			Diana grabbed the links of Prometheus’s chains and held them out to Troy and Marina. “This is the Titan god Prometheus. We need to break his chains.”

			“Why?”

			Prometheus chuckled. “Because they want help getting into Poseidon’s palace, and I’m their only lead. But if I’m going to help them, I want something in return: to be completely free.”

			“You plan to steal the Trident next, don’t you?” Marina asked. “Like how you stole the Helm?” Diana nodded. 

			Troy ran his fingers along the chains. “These were forged by our grandfather himself. I smell an enchantment on them, too.”

			“Wait,” Zoey started. “Hephaestus is your grandfather?”

			“Yes,” Marina replied. “That’s why Troy is such a talented blacksmith, and why I possess the gift of fire. We aren’t demigods, so we aren’t forced to live on New Mount Olympus, but some divine blood runs through our veins.”

			“Then why are you helping us?”

			Bright light flooded the elevator; it came to a jarring halt, and Zoey had to catch herself on the bars as the stop hurled her forward. She gathered her footing, and the door creaked open. Troy and Marina made their way out of the elevator and gestured for everyone to follow. “Come on then,” Troy said. “Don’t be shy.”

			Zoey squinted into the place they’d come to, the light practically blinding her after standing for a few minutes with barely any. Once her vision adjusted, she stared wide-eyed at what lay before them. It was the most fascinating location she’d seen so far today. 

			The room was huge, probably even bigger than the entire third floor of Zoey’s high school from the Before Time, and smelled like a mechanic’s garage. Dozens of lightbulbs hung from the ceiling. The walls were made of turning gears and cogs, steaming pipes, ancient weaponry, and various tools. Contraptions littered the floor—what looked like car and clock parts, wires, batteries, cell phones, laptops, and other bits of technology from the Before Time, and many other inventions that appeared way more high-tech than anything Zoey had ever seen, and that she couldn’t identify. At the back of the room, a large hole in the wall looked as though it had been drilled, a forge constructed in the empty space. 

			Zoey, Diana, and Prometheus followed Troy and Marina into the workshop. “You never answered my question,” Zoey said as she glanced around at the items on the floor. “If Hephaestus is your grandfather, if you’re related to the gods, then why are you helping us?”

			“The Daughter of Apollo is rumored to have led this whole expedition against the gods, alongside the late Daughter of Poseidon,” Troy said, laughing. “Why can’t we help out? We have our reasons.”

			Marina hurried toward the forge. She conjured flames in her hands, then launched them into the coals. “That’s no kidding. Just because Hephaestus is our grandfather, and just because he is more merciful to his citizens than the other gods, doesn’t mean we support him and the rest of our twisted immortal family.”

			Prometheus grimaced as if in wry amusement. “They’ve always caused more pain than joy, that’s for sure.”

			“Our mother, Helen, was a Daughter of Hephaestus,” Troy said, making his way to Marina’s side. “She was incredibly useful to the gods, possessing both a talent in metalworking and the power of Hephaestus’s fire. But she made a grave mistake. She got pregnant by a regular mortal man, and she tried to trick the gods about her twin babies so they could live with her on Mount Olympus.”

			“That was you guys, wasn’t it?” Zoey said.

			“Yes,” Troy said with a sigh. “Our mother lied to Zeus. She said we were another demigod’s children and that we had enough divine blood to not be thrown off Olympus after our birth. But once we were born, she couldn’t lie anymore. Zeus knew right away we didn’t have enough divine blood for our parents to both be demigods.”

			Marina stared hard at the flames in the forge. “Zeus executed her in front of hundreds, if not thousands. He would have killed us too, for her crimes I mean, even as infants, but Hephaestus pleaded with him to allow us to live. Not because he cared for us, I know, since we’ve only met him a handful of times, all incredibly impersonal. Not because he loved our mother, since he did nothing to stop her murder, even though she only lied because she knew we’d be taken from her if she didn’t. He just wanted to see what we would be capable of with only a quarter of his divine blood. At least, that’s what Father always said.” She smiled sadly. “If we can break Prometheus’s chains for you, Hephaestus may find out that begging to keep us around and charging us with running the forges of his city were some of his worst mistakes.” 

			Troy grabbed a double-sided tool off the wall—one side was a hammer, the other a chisel—and gestured for Prometheus to come to the forge. “Let’s begin. We’ll do the hands first, then the feet. Now, just know this will be painful. Marina’s fire is used to light the forges here; it’s one of the closest things in temperature to Hephaestus’s own flames, and she’ll be shooting more at the chains while they’re sitting in the coals. Not to mention when I bring the chisel down to break the metal, it’ll probably cut you open. But if combining our powers like this can’t break your chains, I don’t know if anything will.”

			“Don’t worry about hurting me,” Prometheus said. “I had my liver ripped outta me by a beastie every day for centuries, then for another seventy-five years when I was imprisoned for the second time. Pain isn’t a problem for me.”

			“Whatever you say, Titan. I’m just trying to prepare you,” Troy said. He pointed at the coals. “Put ’er there.” 

			Prometheus rested a hand in the fire so the chain around his wrist lay in the center of the burning coals. Marina conjured fire in her hands and blasted it at the metal, over and over. Less than a minute passed, and the metal began glowing red. Prometheus gritted his teeth, sweat seeping from his pores, the smell of burnt flesh filling the air. 

			Troy raised the chisel side of the tool above his head, then rammed it against the chain. Sparks whizzed into the air, but not even a dent was made in the metal. Troy raised the tool and brought it down again and again, but it was no use. The chain wouldn’t budge.

			Troy dropped the tool and wiped his brow, his breaths labored, and Marina allowed her fire to disintegrate. “I’m sorry to say, but I don’t think anything will break these. Not unless Hephaestus himself does it.” Zoey’s heart sank. What else could they do?

			Prometheus ripped his hand from the forge and clutched his arm, his skin blistered red and black with burns. “That can’t be. In the old days, when Heracles and I combined our strength . . .”

			“Your old chains must have been forged differently,” Marina said, resting a hand on Prometheus’s back. “They must not have been enchanted. But these ones are. And, although we’re powerful, we can’t break an enchantment cast by an Olympian. Maybe if it were cast by someone else, but . . . I’m sorry. We’ve done all we can.”

			Diana clasped her hands. “Prometheus, I know we were supposed to break your chains for you. I know that was the deal. But please, help us get into Poseidon’s palace. If you don’t, we’ll never be able to defeat the gods . . .” Prometheus said nothing to Diana; he only looked away.

			Zoey bit her lip. What could she say to convince Prometheus to help them into Poseidon’s palace, even though they couldn’t break his chains in the time he’d given them?

			She closed her eyes and thought of her conversation with Andy earlier that day. The way her throat had tingled, the way the right words to sway the conversation back in her favor had spilled from her mouth with no thought. 

			Finally, Prometheus spoke. “The deal was if you proved yourselves worthy of my help by breaking these chains, I would get you into Poseidon’s palace. But you didn’t.”

			Zoey’s throat began tingling like earlier—again, as if her vocal cords were gently vibrating. She opened her eyes and looked up at the Titan. “What about Jasmine, Prometheus?” He hung his head. “I know we couldn’t follow through with the deal, but does that mean you’re just going to let your great-great-granddaughter suffer at the hands of the Aphrodite City aristocracy?” 

			“I could help her, assure her workload is lessened significantly,” Prometheus said. “I could work for her for free for the rest of her days, then for her children and her children’s children, until I’m discovered and re-imprisoned.”

			“But would that really help her in the end?” Zoey continued. The tingling in her throat began to subside, the tone in her voice now brewing with the same panic coursing through her. “Would she ever truly be free of the gods’ tyranny? And—and what about Nylah? What would Nylah think if you turned your back on the world? What would she say to such a selfish decision? Wouldn’t that make you just as self-serving as the rest of the gods? Wouldn’t it make you no better than any of them?”

			For a long time, no one said a word, the only sound that of Prometheus’s charred flesh cracking as it healed itself. 

			Finally, Prometheus held his head up and looked to Zoey. “I’ll help you into Poseidon’s palace. Not for you or your cause or because I believe in you, but for my son. For Nylah, and for my great-great-granddaughter.” 

			Diana let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank you so much. Even though we couldn’t get the chains off now, maybe someday we can. Should we head toward the Labyrinth, then?” Prometheus nodded.

			Troy and Marina stepped forward. “We’re ecstatic you’ll be able to enter Poseidon’s palace, and we don’t want to keep you here much longer,” Troy started. “But there are a few things we wanted to give you before you go. You may or may not find them useful for your journey. I’m hoping you do.”

			“We’ll take any and all help we can,” Zoey said. “What is it?”

			The siblings shared a glance and a nod, and Marina turned back to Zoey and Diana, her eyes lighting with excitement. “The first thing is something we’ve been working on for a long time.” She scurried over to the workshop’s nearest wall and plucked two small objects from it. They looked like shiny, copper-colored wallets. 

			“These are highly experimental,” Marina said, walking back to the group and placing one in Diana’s hand, then the other in Zoey’s. Zoey rubbed her thumb over the contraption. It was made of cold, smooth metal. “In fact, we’ve never even been able to properly test them.”

			Diana held hers up to the light, squinting at it. “And what are they, exactly?”

			“I like to call them ‘Pocket-Sized Submarines,’” Troy said.

			“Wait, what?” Zoey asked. “Did you say pocket-sized submarine?”

			Troy chuckled. “That’s right. They’re built to be small enough for your robe pocket until you get them wet, in which case they unfold until they’re a submarine big enough to hold around five people.”

			“Okay, a few questions,” Diana said. “First, what in the world would ever possess you to build something like this? Second, how did you figure out how to build it? And third, how do you even know it works?”

			“We’re grandchildren-of-Hephaestus,” Marina answered. “He creates, so building things is in our blood, but more than anything we like to be challenged by our projects. Troy read about submarines in an old book we found when we were kids, and when he told me about them, we became fascinated with the idea of using our powers to build several. However, we didn’t have a good place to put them, so we decided we needed to make them small enough to fit in a robe pocket, and design them so they would only expand to full size when touched by liquid. We had to use a combination of enchantments we stole from others and our own powers to build them, and for the most part I think the endeavor was successful. We don’t know for sure if they work—that’s why I said they’re experimental.”

			“Why haven’t you been able to test them?” Zoey said. 

			“We can’t leave Hephaestus City,” Troy replied. “And there aren’t exactly any large bodies of water around that we could try them out in, so we’ve just kept them down here.”

			“Thank you so much,” Zoey said. 

			Prometheus smiled. “Once we go through the portal to the palace, there’s no way to know if we’ll be able to make it back through. These could come in handy if we can’t.”

			“That’s the goal,” Marina said. “There was one more thing we wanted to give you, though, and that would be our allegiance to your cause. After hearing about how the Daughter of Apollo and the Chosen Two of the Prophecy defeated Hades and Persephone, stole the Helm of Darkness, and survived it all, we swore to each other if the chance arose, we would join the army waging war on Olympus.”

			“Not only did the gods murder our mother,” Troy added, “but they also murdered our father, because they found out he told us the truth about our mother. When we were kids, we had no idea what the gods did to her. But when we turned twelve years old, Father told us. The first chance we got, we asked our grandfather why he let it happen. Father was executed within the next week.”

			Zoey swallowed hard. “Killed just for telling his children the truth.”

			“I think Hephaestus didn’t want us to hate him for what happened,” Marina said. “He saw our potential, and he wanted us to be his good little workers. But he was too foolish to see that by telling Zeus that Father gave us the truth about our mother—by being the reason our father is dead—he was only solidifying our hate for him.”

			“I’m sorry for your losses,” Diana said. “And I thank you for all the help you’ve given us today, but the sun should be setting soon, and I think we’ve been away from our friends for too long. We need to get back to them so we can start the next part of our journey.”

			“Of course,” Troy said. The twins walked past Zoey, Diana, and Prometheus and pressed the button to summon an elevator. Within minutes one showed up. They climbed inside, Troy punched in a code, and they began their ascent. While they traveled up, Prometheus morphed back into his disguise.

			“What will you do about the employees in that closet?” Zoey asked. 

			Marina pursed her lips. “Don’t you worry about us. We’ll figure something out.”

			“They might make a good snack for the Cyclopes if they don’t keep their mouths shut,” Troy said, and Zoey stifled a laugh. 

			Soon they got so high in the elevator they could overlook the forges. Once it reached the building’s entrance it stopped, and then its barred door creaked open. 

			Zoey clutched her Pocket-Sized Submarine. “Thank you again for all your help, and I hope this isn’t goodbye forever. How will we find you later, when we need you?”

			Marina winked at her. “We install tracking devices into all our inventions. When word reaches the city about how the Daughter of Apollo and the Chosen Two of the Prophecy stole Poseidon’s Trident right from under the Sea God’s nose, we’ll track you using the submarines.” Diana and Prometheus bowed to the siblings, and Zoey hugged each. 

			After finishing their farewells, Zoey, Diana, and Prometheus exited the elevator and walked across the platform. When they opened the entryway doors, stepped outside, and looked at the sky, Zoey sighed in relief. The sun was still high up. 

			“We have a while before sunset,” Diana said, pulling the hood of her cloak tightly to cover her face. “If we hurry, we can get out of here before curfew.” 

			The group hurried through the streets of the Agora, toward the edge of the city. No one recognized them; no one stopped them. In fact, hardly anyone spoke to them, except for a few merchants attempting to entice them with “deals they couldn’t resist.” 

			Soon they reached a more crowded area, where hundreds of people and satyr and centaur astynomia were gathered in the wide street and the sidewalks lining it. Cars were parked on either side of the mob or were making U-turns and hobbling back to where they’d come from—Zoey guessed the drivers couldn’t get past the people. 

			“What’s going on?” Zoey yelled to Diana and Prometheus, trying to be heard over the roar of the crowd. 

			“I don’t know,” Diana said, glancing around at the people and shops surrounding them. “Let’s cut through the buildings and get to another street. They can’t all be this busy.” The demigod jogged toward a shop to their right, holding her hood in place all the while, and Zoey and Prometheus followed suit. 

			“Let it be known,” a young woman cried from behind, her powerful voice commanding attention and projecting over everyone else’s, “that on this day in history, Layla, Daughter of Ares, and Xander, Son of Hermes, captured the treacherous Son of Zeus in the streets of Hephaestus City. He will not escape us again. We will take him to New Mount Olympus, and he will finally answer to his father for his crimes against the gods.”

			The crowd cheered, but Zoey stopped dead and swung around. Treacherous Son of Zeus? Were they talking about Karter? The black-haired, golden-eyed demigod with the horrible scar on his face? The one who’d tried to get Spencer back on the gods’ side, had tried to kidnap Zoey, and had struck Diana with lightning—but had ultimately helped Zoey and Andy steal the Helm of Darkness and put Persephone in Tartarus in order to save Spencer’s life? 

			Zoey hadn’t seen him since the group’s trip to the Underworld, and she hadn’t given him much thought other than hoping he’d be okay, but that didn’t change the fact that without him, Zoey and Andy wouldn’t have been able to steal the Helm of Darkness and could have even died that day in Hades, regardless of the motives behind the Son of Zeus’s actions. If he was in trouble . . .

			“Zoey,” Diana hissed through clenched teeth, seizing Zoey’s hand. “What are you doing? I know Layla. I was her friend and teammate. And I know Xander, too. If they see us, we’re done for. We have to get out of here.”

			Zoey yanked her hand from Diana’s grasp. “Didn’t you hear her say they captured the Son of Zeus? Isn’t that Karter, or are there other children-of-Zeus that just so happen to have betrayed the gods?”

			Prometheus stomped toward them. “What do you care?”

			“Karter helped us! Without him, we wouldn’t have been able to steal the Helm, not to mention escape Hades alive.”

			“Please don’t tell me you want to repay the favor,” Diana said, her expression full of fear. 

			“We can’t just leave him,” Zoey said. “The gods will have him executed or worse for helping us. There’s no doubt about it.”

			“And that’s not our problem. He could have come with us. Don’t forget I gave him that option. But he chose not to.”

			“Because he’d just watched his best friend die,” Zoey cried. “He didn’t want to leave Spencer. And I understand that, because I didn’t either, but you made me.”

			Diana let out a cold laugh. “You know who else was his best friend? Syrena. Did you know he had no problem letting the gods kill her? Did you know he held Spencer back from saving her? Spencer himself told me so. Karter was fine to capture me right after his father executed her. He was fine with bringing me to Zeus. To have me suffer the same fate Syrena did. Forgive me if I’d rather just leave him to the mercy of the gods.”

			“All that happened before he helped us,” Zoey retorted. “And before he’d redeemed himself so much in Spencer’s eyes that Spencer gave him the last golden apple from Eris and refused to take it back. Spencer was willing to die for him that day. We can’t let them take him after what happened in Hades. We just can’t.” She paused, looking back at the crowd. “And I won’t.” She darted into the crowd. 

			“No!” Diana cried from behind. “Zoey, stop!” But Zoey didn’t stop. She was already shoving through the horde. 

			She focused on what she could say to save Karter, focused on what to say to reach him, and her throat began tingling again. “Get out of my way!” she screamed over the yells. “Get out of my way and let Karter go!”

			Within moments the people surrounding Zoey quieted and stepped aside, clearing a path for her to walk. She ran down the path toward the center of the crowd, the citizens and astynomia staring at her blankly. “Let Karter go,” she said. “Let him go.”

			The laugh of a young man pierced the air ahead. It was cruel, almost taunting. “What do we have here?” 

			Zoey reached a small clearing in the street at the center of the crowd. Karter lay on the ground there—Zoey recognized him. He looked exactly as she remembered. He was battered and bruised, struggling to keep his eyes open, his breathing labored. 

			On either side of Karter stood who Zoey assumed were the demigods who’d overtaken him today. The girl—she must have been Layla, Daughter of Ares—was several inches taller than Zoey, a bush of tight burgundy coils piled atop her head, the sweat on her medium-brown skin glinting in the sunlight. Lean muscle showed on her arms and legs. The boy—he had to be Xander, Son of Hermes—was around Zoey’s height. His frame was slender, his skin a dark-olive shade, his black hair slick and shiny, a crooked smirk plastered on his lips. 

			Layla brandished a sword in Zoey’s direction. “What do you think you’re doing, peasant girl?”

			Zoey grabbed the dagger from her robes. “I’m saving Karter from you, that’s what. Now let him go!”

			Layla and Xander shared looks and glanced at Zoey in amusement, but soon Diana and Prometheus appeared on either side of Zoey, and the demigods’ expressions shifted into that of confusion. A mixture of relief and determination flooded through Zoey at the sight of her companions. 

			Prometheus allowed his disguise to fade away, his manacles clanking as they reappeared. Diana stepped forward, still clutching the hood of her cloak so it wouldn’t come loose. “Just let the Son of Zeus go,” Diana said. “And no one will have to get hurt.”

			Layla squinted. “Diana?” 

			Diana cursed under her breath, then let the hood of her cloak fall. Layla’s jaw dropped, and Xander burst into a fit of laughter. “Oh my gods,” Xander said. “It seems like fate is leading us to all our enemies today.” He looked to Zoey and Prometheus. “Is the pathetic little girl one of the Chosen Two from the Before? And you, with the chains—who are you? No matter, we’ll get both of you. Zeus will be pleased with this turn of events.”

			“No,” Diana said, conjuring two spheres of light. “He won’t be pleased, because you’re not catching any of us today.”

			Diana chucked the spheres at the demigods. One hit Layla square in the stomach, sending her flying backward, but Xander dodged the other with lightning speed, literally: as he ran, avoiding the attack, his body blurred he moved so fast. Within a quarter of a second, he was behind Zoey. He knocked the knife from her grasp and grabbed her arms with one hand. With the other, he held a dagger to her throat.

			Prometheus turned to face Xander, swinging his chains. “You must be a very powerful demigod for Zeus to have sent you on such an important mission. Why would you waste your efforts on a fight against a regular mortal girl, when you could battle a Titan god?”

			Xander pressed the cold metal of his knife against the upper corner of Zoey’s mouth and sliced it, dragging the blade all the way across her cheek. “Destroying a Titan god does sound like fun, but I think the most fun would be in mutilating you both.” Pain seared Zoey’s skin, a few drops of warm blood trickling into her mouth. She spit it out, but a metallic taste lingered on her tongue. The demigod shoved Zoey into the street and kicked her hard in the back, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped for breath. 

			Prometheus hurled his chains at Xander, but Xander dodged the attack with what seemed to be super-speed. At the same time, the crowd broke from their trance—some began yelling while others watched as if in fear as the fight raged on. 

			Zoey looked over to find the Daughter of Ares charging toward Diana, sword ready. Just as Layla reached Diana, the Daughter of Apollo leapt into the air like a ballerina and pitched a sphere of light at the Daughter of Ares. Layla swerved out of the way. The attack rammed into the street. 

			“Why?” Layla cried. “Why are you doing this? Why have you turned away from the gods? It didn’t have to be this way.”

			Diana’s eyes blazed with fury. She conjured two more attacks. “How have you forgiven them so easily? They let Pearl die.” She launched the spheres at Layla. The Daughter of Ares somersaulted to the side, and the light exploded in the street. 

			Karter stumbled to Zoey’s side, his expression full of confusion. “W-what’s going on? What are you doing here? How did you find . . .” He looked around, his eyes going wide as if he’d finally realized what Zoey and her companions were trying to accomplish. He turned to Zoey, eyeing her cut, then offered his hand to help her up. “Are you okay?”

			Zoey caught her breath and took his hand. He pulled her to her feet. She let go of him and retrieved her dagger. “I’m fine. Just help us defeat these guys so we can get outta here.”

			Karter nodded and conjured a golden bolt. He launched it at Xander, who swiftly dodged the attack as he grabbed the end links of Prometheus’s chains. Prometheus wrenched his hands back as if trying to pull the chains out of Xander’s grasp. Xander held tight with a smirk, allowing Prometheus to pull him closer. When they were only a few feet apart, Xander raced circles around Prometheus faster than ever, links still in hand. Within seconds, the Titan was tangled in his own chains. Prometheus fell to the ground, squirming. Xander plunged his blade into Prometheus’s temple. The Titan went still. 

			“Prometheus!” Zoey cried. 

			Xander raised his eyebrows at Zoey and laughed. “Did you say Prometheus? Well, that would explain his size, and the chains. Don’t you worry about him though, girl. Immortals always regenerate after they’re killed. Save your concern for when Zeus finds out the traitor escaped his prison.” 

			Zoey snarled and lunged for Xander, dagger ready. The demigod ripped his weapon from the Titan’s head, jumped into the air, and kicked Zoey’s wrist. Her knife went flying. Xander landed, then punched Zoey so hard in the gut sour vomit rose in her throat. He punched her again, chuckling as he did so, as if he enjoyed this. 

			Karter tackled Xander into the street. They struggled against each other, kicking and punching. Karter snarled at the demigod as they fought, but Xander kept up his laughing. Finally, Karter pinned Xander down, one hand wrapped around the Son of Hermes’s throat. 

			Xander smiled. “What are you waiting for, coward? Snap my neck. You’re strong enough.” Karter’s expression hardened. He tightened his grip on Xander. The demigod began making choking noises. He spat out globs of saliva although his lips were still pulled back in a sneer. 

			Layla appeared behind Karter—across the clearing, Diana lay unconscious in the street. Layla balled a fist and reared it back, then slammed it into the back of Karter’s skull. Karter went limp and fell to the ground, his hand falling away from Xander’s neck. 

			“Hear me, citizens of Hephaestus City,” Layla shouted. “Today, Xander and I have not only captured Karter, Son of Zeus, but also Diana, Daughter of Apollo, the Titan god Prometheus, and one of the Chosen Two of the Dreaded Prophecy. We will need assistance to properly arrest these traitors.” At this, several satyr and centaur astynomia shoved through the crowd to help Layla and Xander. One seized Zoey by her hair. “But once we can be sure they are secured, we will rejoin our companion, the Daughter of Aphrodite, and bring these prisoners to New Mount Olympus together.”

			Some of the people in the crowd clapped and cheered, while others slipped away in silence.
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			Chapter Ten

			CELL
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			Karter’s chest ached. 

			He sat in the corner of a cell in the Hephaestus City jail, his wrists and ankles chained to the floor. After he’d awoken from being knocked out, he’d found himself being dragged to the jail by the demigods and several astynomia. Soon they’d locked him up. 

			Through the dim light of a lantern hanging from the ceiling, he watched as the mortal girl, Zoey, sobbed next to the door, pounding her fist against it until her knuckles bled. The astynomia hadn’t put her in chains, so she was able to move freely in the space given to them, which wasn’t much—the cells could only hold up to two people, as they were about half the size of Karter’s closet back home. The cells were made of solid iron, and Karter couldn’t hear or see anything outside the cramped metal box. Somewhere else in this building, Diana and Prometheus were locked together in a separate cage.

			Prometheus, Karter thought. It’s crazy to think Diana even got him in on her ridiculous scheme. How did she manage it? Think of it?

			After a long while, Zoey seemed to give up on hitting the door. She let out a shaky breath and rested her bloodstained cheek against a wall. “This is all my fault.” Karter looked up at her and cocked his head. “I . . . I’m the one who wanted to save you from Layla and Xander,” she continued. “I was so stupid. I really thought we could just march up and—”

			“You wanted to save me?” Karter blurted. “I mean, I knew it couldn’t have been Diana. But still, why?”

			Zoey kept her gaze down. “Spencer was my friend. And I knew how much . . . how much he loved you, because of some visions he gave Andy and me during our training. Then because he tried to give you his golden apple, even though giving it to you would mean he’d die in Hades . . .” She gulped. “Not only that, but you helped us steal the Helm. And, I mean, if it weren’t for you, I’d be in Tartarus right now. You grabbed me from Persephone when she was dragging me in.”

			She glanced up, and they locked eyes. Hers were red and puffy from crying, but the irises shone a brilliant blue like a clear midday sky. For a few moments neither of them said anything, only staring at each other. 

			“I guess what I mean is,” she continued, breaking their eye contact, “I couldn’t let them take you after you helped Andy and me like you did. After you helped Spencer.”

			“I wish I had done more for Spencer. More for Syrena. Maybe then they’d still be alive . . . Anyway, it was incredibly courageous of you to try and save me. I don’t deserve it—but thank you.”

			“You’re—you’re welcome. I just wish it hadn’t put me and my friends in jail cells.”

			Karter looked away. She’s going to die because of me. 

			They fell into silence.

			*~*~*~

			Andy didn’t know where Violet was taking him, Kali, and Darko. 

			Sure, he knew they were in Hephaestus City, and he knew if he made one wrong move Darko would pierce his own neck with an arrow. But he didn’t know where they were going, or why Violet was bringing them this way if she planned to cart them to Olympus. Then again, he also didn’t know which direction Olympus was. Maybe this was a stop along the way?

			As they passed through the city’s Agora, people stared at Violet and whispered to each other, but Andy couldn’t hear about what exactly, nor did he try to listen. Instead, he prayed Zoey and Diana would reach the group’s pegasi and realize something bad had happened before the demigod could send someone to fetch them like she said she would. Or better yet, that Zoey and Diana would cross paths with Violet and end this madness since Andy and Kali couldn’t. 

			Soon they reached a tall building surrounded by iron gates. Centaur and satyr astynomia stood guard at all corners. As Violet approached a barred door which must have been the entrance, the astynomia guarding it bowed to her. 

			“These were allies of the Daughter of Apollo,” Violet said. “But now they are my prisoners. Would you be so kind as to escort them to their cells?”

			“Of course,” one satyr said. Within a minute the astynomia had Andy, Kali, and Darko handcuffed. 

			“Any news on the Son of Zeus?” Violet asked. 

			A centaur turned to her. “Your companions captured him earlier today. Along with the Daughter of Apollo, the Titan Prometheus, and one of the two mortals of the prophecy.” At this news, Andy’s stomach twisted in knots. 

			Violet’s expression lit with surprise, then morphed into one of pure satisfaction. “Excellent.”

			*~*~*~

			For what seemed like hours Zoey and Karter sat in absolute quiet. Zoey was fine with it, though. She didn’t know Karter well enough to have a full-blown conversation with him, and it gave her plenty of time to think about how badly she’d screwed up today. 

			How could I have been so stupid? she thought, over and over. How could I have thought for one second that I was unstoppable? That we could take on those demigods and rescue Karter?

			Okay, calm down. Think. How can I fix this? How can we escape?

			As Zoey’s mind reeled with ways she could remedy the situation and get herself and Diana back to Andy, Darko, and Kali, Karter suddenly spoke. “I’m sorry.”

			Zoey jerked her head to look at him. “What? Why?”

			“We’re going to die, and I’m sorry for that.”

			“We’re not going to die. Not if we can get out of here.”

			Karter sighed. “No. Even if we get out of here, they know your face now, and I can’t hide anymore. They’ll hunt you down; they’ll hunt me down. And when we get to Olympus, Zeus will kill me first. Then Diana. Then you, and he’ll put the Titan back in his prison—or worse, in Tartarus. And I’m sorry for that.”

			“Try to think positively. Maybe we could get out of here and fight those guys off if we found my friends and worked together.” She thought back to what she’d been hearing about all day: the gods’ cruelty. How Zeus didn’t allow demigods to keep their children on Olympus with them if they didn’t have enough divine blood, and how he’d executed Troy and Marina’s mother just for lying to him about their father’s identity. How, when their father finally told them what really happened to their mother, Hephaestus informed Zeus and their father was executed. 

			Maybe Karter was right about what Zeus would do to him, but it wasn’t productive for Karter to be thinking so negatively. “Besides, isn’t Zeus your father?” she asked. “I can’t imagine he’d wanna kill you first, or that he’d do it himself, no matter how much messed-up stuff he’s done before.” 

			“Oh, Zeus might be my father, but he’d kill me without hesitation after what I’ve done. He gave me this for much less.” He gestured at the scar on his face as best as he could with his wrists in chains. 

			Zoey’s breath caught in her throat. Zeus had given Karter that awful scar? “What did you do? What happened?”

			Karter hung his head. “Several years ago, Spencer and Syrena tried to leave New Mount Olympus without permission. I told my father if he could just refrain from punishing them, I’d make sure it never happened again. He asked me then if I took responsibility for their crimes. I didn’t want them to suffer, so I said yes. He said since I took responsibility for them, and because I disrespected his ruling, I would suffer their punishment, but that it would be increased tenfold. My punishment was a lightning bolt to the face. My eyes turned from brown to the color of the bolt he used, and I was left with this scar. After that, I was considered a disappointment to everyone on New Mount Olympus. I had to work for years to get my father’s trust back. And now, because I tried to save Spencer in Hades, my father is going to kill me, and I’ll be known forever as a disgrace.”

			Zoey studied Karter. She gazed at the lines of his face, of his scar, and at his odd golden irises that shone bright even in the dark. At one time she’d thought these things tarnished what could have been a handsome face, but now she wasn’t so sure. 

			“I understand what it’s like to be a ‘disgrace,’” she said, reminded of the way her classmates used to treat her after Jet told everyone what she’d done to pay her apartment rent. “I was, too. Back in my own time. I also . . . I understand what it’s like for a parent to hurt you. My mother—she used to hit me or yell at me almost every day, for who knows what reason. Maybe she thought I disrespected her, and maybe I did. Regardless, no kid should ever have to be scared of their parents.”

			“You know, I was never scared of my mother. She was wonderful—at least, in the time I was able to spend with her. I’m sorry yours hurt you.”

			“And I wasn’t scared of my father. He was amazing, until I never saw him again. I’m sorry yours scarred you.”

			In that moment, Karter held an expression Zoey had never seen on him before. It was soft, tender. 

			Zoey cleared her throat. “So whaddya say? Do you wanna come up with a plan to escape this place together, get Diana and Prometheus, and join our group? Someone as powerful as you could be a huge help to us on our quest.”

			Before Karter could reply, the cell’s iron door was pulled open. In the doorway stood Layla and Xander. Karter frowned at them. “Come to gloat?” 

			Xander shot Karter a glare, then stomped into the cell. “Oh no, something much less exciting. I’ve come to get the mortal while Layla has a word with you.” Xander snatched Zoey by the arm and yanked her to her feet. It hurt, but Zoey hardly noticed the pain—she was more concerned with what Xander had just said. What did Layla need to talk to Karter about?

			“Why do you need to speak to me alone?” Karter asked. “Why are you afraid of her hearing what you have to say?”

			Layla put her hands on her hips. “We’re not at all. We’re just following orders.”

			As Xander pulled Zoey into the hall, she glanced over her shoulder at Karter and, for a few moments, they locked eyes. 

			Layla closed the cell door.
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			Chapter Eleven

			DECISION
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			“What do you want from me?” Karter asked Layla, glaring at her.

			“I don’t want anything from you,” Layla replied, examining her nails. “Zeus wants me to tell you something.”

			“Which is?”

			“After Xander and I captured you and your little friends, Xander requested to speak with Zeus.” Karter nodded. Xander had two major powers as a Son of Hermes, Messenger of the Gods: the first being his exceptional speed, the second being his ability to contact the gods any time he wished, no matter where he was. He’d wave a hand and say the god or goddess’s name, then he would appear before him or her, and they would appear in front of him, both far away from each other but solidified as if in the flesh. Hermes had the same power, except he could also physically transport himself to any of the gods as he wished.

			“We told him everything,” Layla said. “We were sure he’d be furious that you’d run away from us, that you’d tried to escape your punishment again. But instead, he seemed happy. He said all was unfolding according to plan.”

			“According to plan?”

			“Yes. He informed us he never really planned to execute you, at least not for this screwup. A few months ago, he had a vision of your future. He said the vision is your true destiny and that he would be an idiot to try and sway it.”

			“Wait, what? My destiny? What did he see, and why did he wait so long to tell me this?”

			“He was waiting for the right time to tell you, and apparently this was it. As far as what he saw, he explained that first he witnessed Xander, Violet, and I capture you and the Daughter of Apollo. Then he saw you realize the mistakes you’ve made and swear your loyalty to the gods once again—he already knew you’d betray the gods in Hades before he sent you to capture Diana. 

			“Anyway, in the vision you brought Diana to Olympus—to her execution—but instead of Zeus killing her, as he did Syrena, you were the one to kill her. You made green lightning, something everyone knows you’ve never accomplished, and you struck the Daughter of Apollo with it. Without any hope of help left, without any direction, the mortals from the Before Time lost the war. Peace was brought to New Mount Olympus and the rest of the world. And last, because of your heroic deeds, Zeus saw you live forever, a god among the rest, seated on your own throne in the palace for eternity.”

			Karter’s heart skipped. Your destined greatness awaits, Asteria had said. Was this what she meant? Was this the “greatness” he was bound to achieve? He’d kill Diana, which would inevitably end the upcoming war on the gods, and he’d become an immortal? Very few demigods had completed such incredible feats that Zeus rewarded them with their own godship, his brother Heracles being one of them. Yes, Karter was powerful, but it was hard to believe he’d be able to create and control green lightning and stand equal among the gods.  

			“Even if Diana dies, the war won’t be over,” Karter said. “Those mortals will never give up. They’re strong and persistent, regardless of the fact they have no powers. They’ll find a way to keep fighting. I witnessed it myself in Hades.”

			Layla laughed. “No matter what you believe, that’s not what Zeus saw in his vision. Besides, we have them and the rest of their friends in custody. Violet caught the boy earlier, along with another girl and a satyr. How can they keep fighting if they and all their allies are executed alongside Diana?” 

			“Are you telling me I’m meant to kill the rest of them, too?” Karter asked, his stomach churning. 

			“No, Zeus wants them for himself. However, we do need your help to transport them to New Mount Olympus. Zeus has appointed a few of the Cyclopes from the Hephaestus City Forges to make us cages and carry them, but we’ll still need you to help guard them as we travel. When we reach home, a public execution will be scheduled, you’ll stand by your father’s side and help him carry it out, and then you’ll be made a god.”

			“How can I trust you’re telling the truth?” 

			She bent down next to him, pulled a key from her robes, and unlocked each of his chains, one by one. “Why else would I let you go? You’re meant to end the war. You’re meant to bring peace to the world, and one day, you’re meant to be made a god.”

			*~*~*~

			Andy wasn’t sure how long he’d been chained up in the prison cell. 

			He’d been separated from Darko and Kali, as the cells were too small to hold all three of them. Violet had locked those two up somewhere else, then taken Andy away and done the same to him. Since then, he’d been able to do nothing but worry about what was going to happen to them next. 

			We’re all captured, he thought. And Darko is under that sick love spell. What are we going to do? 

			As if in reply to his thoughts, the cell door opened, and a girl covered in bruises and cuts was thrown inside, blood smeared on her face like streaks of red paint.

			“Zoey!” Andy cried. He went to reach for her, to throw his arms around her and bury his hands in her curls and never let her go, but his chains held him back. The door closed behind her, then locked. 

			Zoey climbed to her knees and looked to him with fear in her eyes. “Andy? W-what’s happening? How’d you get in here?”

			“A psycho Daughter of Aphrodite found us while we were waiting for you guys to come back. She put Darko under this crazy love spell and then used him to threaten us. We had to follow her back or else she was going to make Darko kill himself. How did you get here?”

			“We’d just left the forges. Karter was—was in the city. I don’t know how or why. But two demigods—Layla, a Daughter of Ares, and Xander, a Son of Hermes—were going to capture Karter and take him to Olympus. I knew that would mean certain death for him, and after what happened in Hades, I couldn’t stand by and let that happen. We tried to save him, but we couldn’t, and they captured us all.”

			Andy gulped. “What are we going to do?”

			“I don’t know,” Zoey said, her voice cracking as if she was about to cry. “This is all my fault.”

			“No, it’s not,” Andy replied. “We can still figure this out. We just have to work together. That Daughter of Aphrodite said something about taking us to Olympus. If that’s the case, they can’t keep us in here for—”

			Pain unlike anything he’d felt before interrupted all other thoughts, all other words, arcing up his back like lightning. He screamed, his throat ripping raw. His vision faded between red and black. What was happening to his body? Was he splitting in two?

			A hand cupped his cheek, and Zoey begged him to tell her what was wrong, begged him to be okay. Her voice was barely audible over his shrieks, but as the pain consumed him, it became his only solace in an ocean of agony. 

			Finally, the electrifying sensations faded into a dull, throbbing ache. Andy’s breaths were shallow. Sweat seeped from his pores. 

			Zoey sat just inches from him, cupping his cheek with her hand. “Andy, what’s going on? What was that?”

			“My—my back,” he said between breaths. “It’s . . .” He paused for a moment. A new feeling plagued him; what felt like warm, sticky liquid trickled down his spine. His pulse quickened. He couldn’t be bleeding, could he?

			“What’s wrong?” 

			“I— I— Zoey, look down the back of my shirt.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Please just do it. Something—something is wrong.”

			She pulled her hand away and stood, lifted the back of his shirt, then peeked down it and gasped. 

			“What is it?” Andy asked. 

			“It—it looks like you have wings. Small, bloody wings.”

			“What in the hell do you mean I have wings?”

			Zoey kneeled in front of him, her blue eyes wide. “F-feathered wings. Like a bird’s. Except yours are tiny in comparison to your body—like, they’re maybe the length of a pencil, and they’re covered in blood. Did they rip through the skin, or . . .?”

			“You’re not serious.”

			“I am. Andy, do you think—”

			The cell door creaked open, and in the doorway stood Violet, a young woman with curly burgundy hair Andy assumed was Layla, and a young man with a crooked and sinister smile who must be Xander. 

			Violet strolled toward Zoey. The demigod’s opalescent eyes flashed with malice, her hips swaying with every step. The demigod leaned down and grabbed Zoey’s chin, then lifted her head so Zoey and Violet were at eye level. 

			Andy remembered the way Darko had fallen in love with Violet upon seeing her and was forced under the demigod’s control; how, because he was in love with no one else, he’d fallen in love with Violet just by looking into her eyes.

			Andy clenched his teeth. “Leave her alone.” 

			Violet dug her nails into Zoey’s face, drawing the girl closer and batting her eyelashes. Zoey stared fearfully at the demigod. “Is she the reason you didn’t fall for me, little boy? Why you were able to evade my love spell?” 

			Andy opened and closed his mouth, refusing to answer the question.

			Violet released Zoey and walked back to the other demigods. Zoey gave Andy a wide-eyed glance. “Oh, you’re in luck. She must feel the same. Otherwise, she’d have fallen desperately for me and wouldn’t have turned away like that. Unless . . .” She giggled. “Unless she cares for someone else. That’s always awful. For the one whose feelings go unrequited, anyway. Luckily I’ve never had to experience heartbreak. I’m always the one breaking hearts.”

			The girl who must be Layla rolled her eyes. “Quit taunting them and talking about yourself. We have a job to do.” She stomped into the cell and unlocked Andy’s chains, only to bind his hands behind his back using her own. Her grip was like stone, and he wondered if one of her powers was super-strength. She pushed him out of the cell and into the hallway.

			“I like it when you talk about yourself,” the boy who had to be Xander said to Violet, smirking as he looked her up and down. Violet blew him a kiss, then cocked her head at Zoey. Xander sauntered into the cell, grabbed Zoey, and hoisted her to her feet. 

			The demigods shoved Andy and Zoey through a dimly lit metallic corridor lined with astynomia and the doors of other cells, until finally they reached the end of the hall, where the tallest door of all awaited them: the one through which they’d entered the jail or prison or whatever the hell the place was called earlier that day. Violet unlocked the door. She threw it open and allowed Layla and Xander to lead Andy and Zoey into the building’s courtyard. Massive iron gates circled the enclosure, blocking it off from the rest of Hephaestus City and keeping its prisoners from escaping, the moon a sliver of silver in a star-dotted navy sky. 

			Several booms sounded from the left and shook the ground. Andy stumbled backward into Layla. His bleeding “wings” screamed in torment as they collided with the demigod. He cried out. Layla took hold of his shoulders and steadied him, his back throbbing with pain. Andy clenched his jaw, then looked over to find what was causing the booming and shaking, his breath catching at the sight.

			Two pairs of men clothed in dirty rags and at least five times Andy’s height approached them, along with two centaur astynomia who carried bags that Andy assumed held the group’s things—including the Helm of Darkness. Zeus will want that, Andy thought. 

			Each pair of the gigantic men worked together to carry two large iron cages, their leathery skin drawn tight over bulging muscles. The tips of their ears were pointed like Diana’s arrows, their noses wide and bulbous. Yellowed, fang-like teeth poked out of their mouths in the nastiest underbites Andy had ever seen, and instead of two eyes, they had one giant eye in the center of their foreheads. 

			“Uh—those are Cyclopses, aren’t they?” Andy asked. 

			Violet laughed. “The correct word would be ‘Cyclopes,’ boy, and ‘Cyclops’ would be the singular term.”

			“Uh-huh,” Andy replied. “I didn’t need you to correct me, but thanks for wasting your breath.” 

			Violet turned toward the Cyclopes and smiled. “Disgusting creatures, aren’t they?”

			As the Cyclopes grew closer, Andy realized the cages they held were not empty. In the first pair’s cage, the group’s three pegasi stood cramped against each other in their confinement, no longer unconscious but blinking drowsily, as if they’d just awoken from deep sleep. In the second pair’s cage, Diana, Darko, Kali, and Prometheus sat together. However, their cage looked as if it had room left for more hostages.

			“Lock the rest up,” Violet said. “And we’ll start for Olympus.” 

			The pair of Cyclopes holding Diana, Darko, Kali, and Prometheus dropped the cage. Diana and Kali clasped hands, while Darko and Prometheus hung onto the enclosure’s bars. The cage banged into the ground, making the earth tremble. 

			“Promise us first that if we do as you say, we’ll truly earn our freedom,” one of the Cyclopes said, his voice like boulders crashing down a mountain. “Promise us that Zeus will let us roam free in the forests—that he will let us feast on the flesh of any mortal outside the cities . . . We cannot go back into that pit.”

			Violet scrunched up her nose as if she’d smelled something foul. “I already promised you those things and more. Now, you can get these two in their cage, or you can kiss any chance at freedom you may have had goodbye, and I’ll have some Cyclopes who are willing to follow my orders carry the traitors to Olympus. I think they’d love to frolic through the trees and cook people into stews just as much as you would.”

			The Cyclops said nothing to Violet. Instead, he plucked open the cage’s door. The demigods shoved Andy and Zoey inside, and the Cyclops locked the door. Zoey threw her arms around Diana and Kali and the three girls embraced, but when Andy approached Darko, the satyr wouldn’t even look at Andy. He only hung his head. 

			“After Violet let me go, Kali told me what happened,” Darko said. “Why didn’t you just fight her?”

			“If we fought her, she would have killed you,” Andy replied.  

			Darko shook his head. “That would have been better than all of us getting captured. I’ve ruined everything again.”

			Andy grabbed the satyr by the shoulder and pulled him into a hug. “Don’t say that. None of this is your fault.”

			From outside the cage, Violet laughed. “As much as I love watching reunions this touching, it’s time for us to leave.”

			“We can’t go without Karter,” Layla said. Andy noticed Zoey perk up a little at the mention of the Son of Zeus. “The vision included him. It was centered around him, really.”

			“I would never imagine leaving dear Karter behind,” Violet said. “Where did he run off to, again?”

			“I’m right here,” Karter said from above. The scar-faced demigod descended from the night sky, free of chains and captors. If the demigods were out to capture him before and he managed to escape, then why would he come back to them now? Andy wondered. 

			Karter landed at Violet’s side, and Zoey furrowed her brow. “But what— I don’t— What’s going on?”

			“He’s helping us take you to Olympus,” Xander sneered. “Does that upset you?”

			Diana bolted forward, conjuring a sphere of sunlight. She chucked the attack in Karter’s direction. “Bastard!” He swerved out of the way. “We tried to rescue you from them, and this is how you repay us?”

			“You didn’t succeed in saving him, so he owes you nothing,” Xander said. “Besides, even if you had, he’d still come back to our side. Destiny demands it.”

			“What the hell do you mean?” Zoey asked. 

			Violet twirled her golden waves with her fingers. “Zeus saw Karter’s future. He is meant to publicly execute the Daughter of Apollo, which will end the war on the gods. As a reward, he’ll become an immortal god.”

			Diana seized the bars of the cage. “That can’t be true. Andy and Zoey are meant to lead the war. My father’s prophecy says so.”

			“They already tried leading the war,” Violet replied. “When they put Hades and Persephone in Tartarus and stole the Helm of Darkness. But now they’re in our custody. They’ve failed.”

			“No!” Diana shouted, shaking herself against the bars. “My father’s prophecy says, When the sky is black and green, and the heavens cry, they will lead a war. A war on the gods. Has the sky been black and green lately? When was the last time it rained on Olympus? My father told me years ago that he saw them himself, riding on the backs of pegasi to Olympus with an army behind them. He saw it!” 

			“I don’t know when it rained on Olympus last, but I’m sure Zeus will welcome them into his arms with blasts of green lightning and a storm unlike any other the world has seen,” Violet replied. “They will ride up to Olympus when we take them there, their ‘army’ being everyone who’s present now. Honestly, Diana, it’s not that hard to piece together. Give up already. It’s over.” Diana let go of the bars and collapsed on the cage’s floor. 

			Violet, Karter, and the other demigods started for the gates, the two centaurs Andy assumed carried the group’s things clopping close behind. The pair of Cyclopes who had dropped the cage with the group inside it earlier lifted it off the ground and followed the demigods’ suit, shaking the ground with every step. 

			Andy looked over at Zoey to see her scowling in Karter’s direction. “Why would you help people working for the gods if you feel even an ounce of guilt for Spencer’s and Syrena’s deaths?” she asked. “I can’t imagine they’d be happy if they saw you now. I’d bet my life Spencer would regret giving you the golden apple.”

			Karter continued walking, casting Zoey a quick glance over his shoulder. Andy couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw a trace of guilt in the Son of Zeus’s expression. “It doesn’t matter what Spencer and Syrena would have wanted for me. I have no choice. This is my destiny.”

			“Everyone has a choice,” Zoey said. “No one can make you do anything you don’t want to do.” 

			Before Karter could reply, Layla swung around to face Zoey, her eyes narrowed into tiny slits. “You don’t know anything about destiny. You don’t know anything about duty to the gods. How could you?” The demigod’s skin shifted from brown to the same burgundy shade as her hair. “Keep your mouth shut, unless you want me to gag it.” 

			They traveled out of the courtyard gates and into Hephaestus City, then toward the outskirts of the city and eventually into the surrounding forest. Zoey said nothing, and neither did anyone else. 
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			Chapter Twelve

			FAREWELL
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			Long before dawn, the party reached a large circular clearing in the forest, where Violet decided they would rest until morning. Violet, Layla, the Cyclopes, and the astynomia slept around a campfire, while Karter and Xander patrolled the surrounding area. The Cyclopes’ snores were so loud they reverberated through the air and shook the ground. 

			For the whole night, all Zoey had done was sit in this prison and glare at Karter, but he wouldn’t even give her the satisfaction of hating him properly. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. 

			How could he have chosen to help the people who had surely been plotting to kill him? How could he help cart Zoey and her friends to Olympus to die when he knew she’d risked everything to save him, and when he knew he would have been welcome to join their group? 

			What would Spencer have said had he been here?

			Spencer probably wouldn’t have said anything, she thought. He would have just found a way to get rid of the asshole once and for all. 

			If only. 

			Andy and Darko sat on either side of Zoey, while Diana, Kali, and Prometheus sat across from her. Wind whistled through the cage, chilling the air. Goose bumps prickled Zoey’s bare arms. 

			Kali began shivering. Diana eyed Kali with concern, then pulled her cloak off over her head and offered it to Kali.

			“Oh, I’m fine,” Kali said. “I don’t need anything.”

			“Yes, you do,” Diana replied, then laid the cloak over Kali’s shoulders like a blanket. “You’re cold.” 

			Kali pulled the garment tighter around herself. “Thank you.” Despite their dire circumstances, Zoey smiled at Diana’s gesture. 

			After a few minutes, Karter and Xander made another round across the campsite and disappeared into the trees—they were as far from earshot as they’d been all night—and Andy leaned toward Diana and whispered, “If we’re going to try and escape, I think now would be the best time.”

			“If I thought there was a way out of this, I would have already told you about it,” Diana replied. “But there isn’t.” 

			“We have to try,” Andy said. “We can’t give up now. After everything we did to get the Helm, after everything we’ve done to reach Poseidon’s palace, we can’t just let them win.”

			Diana sighed. “I’m afraid this is a battle we can’t win, Andy.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Even if we did manage to break out, we’d still be forced to fight four powerful demigods, four Cyclopes, and two centaurs—with no weapons. Trust me, I’ve given it plenty of thought.”

			Andy’s face fell, while Zoey shared grim looks with Darko and Kali. Diana is right, Zoey thought. A lump formed in her throat and tears trickled down her cheeks, the realization hitting her fully. There’s no way out of this one. 

			She thought of everyone who had placed their faith in the group to save the world—the citizens of Deltama Village, the nymphs who had saved the group from drowning, Jasmine, Troy, Marina, Syrena, Spencer . . .

			How many countless others still hoped for a world where they would be free of the gods’ tyranny? How many people would fall into despair when they discovered the Chosen Two of the Prophecy had been publicly executed on New Mount Olympus? 

			Not only that, but what would happen after death? Before the world had ended, Zoey had always considered herself an atheist. But now, after meeting gods and traveling into the Underworld itself, she knew she had a soul. Would she go to Hades when she died, or would she travel into some other unknown land of the dead? Would Spencer and Syrena be there? What about the people she’d known from the Before Time? What about her mother? Her father? As Zoey contemplated the possibilities, her insides twisted into knots. 

			“This is all my fault,” Zoey said. “If I hadn’t tried to help Karter, we would never have been in this mess.”

			Diana shook her head. “No. Even if we hadn’t helped Karter, Violet would’ve still found a way to take Andy and Darko and Kali. We would have had to go back to save them, and then we would have been captured.”

			“It’s destiny, isn’t it?” Kali asked. “Just like those demigods said. It’s destiny that we failed today.”

			Prometheus scowled, lifting his manacles and turning toward the bars of their cage. “You know what? Screw destiny.” He wrapped the links around most of the barrier on his side of the prison and pulled them back, his muscles bulging at the effort. “I have an idea. Back up, ladies.”

			“What are you doing?” Diana whispered, her tone laced with panic. She and Kali scrambled to the other side of the cage. 

			The bars began to bend with the chains as Prometheus tugged harder. “I’m breaking us out of here.”

			“It won’t work,” Diana replied. “These things were forged by the Cyclopes themselves specifically for the task of taking us to Olympus. Don’t you see how thick the metal is?”

			Prometheus grunted. “They may have been forged by the Cyclopes, but my chains were forged by Hephaestus himself and, as we’ve already discovered, can’t be broken very easily.”

			“What do you expect us to do even if you break us out, then?” Diana asked. “The odds are most definitely not in our favor.”

			“You kids have fought countless monsters, and you survived a trip to the edge of Tartarus. You’ll figure something out. And if you don’t, at least you will have tried. Now get ready to fight these guys.”

			The bars snapped and caved in with loud clangs, and Prometheus scrambled out of the broken cage toward their pegasi’s prison, manacles ready. From beside the campfire, Violet, Layla, and the centaurs woke from their slumbers and jumped to attention, their own pegasi neighing as if to alert them. The Cyclopes stopped snoring, blinking open their bloodshot eyes in confusion. 

			Diana looked to everyone in the group, nodding at them although her expression was fearful, as though to say, Even if we can’t win, we have to try. And with that, the group shot to their feet and darted out of the cage together.

			The centaurs drew their swords and charged for the group. Diana leapt ahead and conjured two blazing spheres of light, then chucked them at the centaurs. The attack hit both creatures in their stomachs. They flew backward and crashed into the trees. 

			Andy and Darko sprinted side by side toward the two bags holding the group’s weapons. Violet grabbed darts out from her robes and held them between her fingers. With a flick of her wrist, she sent them soaring for Andy and Darko. The pair bolted in different directions, avoiding the darts by inches. 

			Violet readied more darts and flung them in Andy’s direction, but Andy somersaulted out of the way and skidded next to the bags. He seized them and dumped their contents onto the ground—two bows and quivers of arrows, spears, daggers, a sword, an axe, and the Helm of Darkness. With an urgency Zoey had never seen in him before, Andy kicked the bows and arrows toward Darko and shoved a spear, an axe, and the Helm of Darkness back at Zoey and Kali, dodging Violet’s darts all the while.

			Layla bounded toward Andy, blade ready, her skin and eyes shifting into as deep a red as her coiled hair. Andy grabbed the sword and darted out of Layla’s way just before she could reach him. Layla screamed in fury and pivoted toward him, ready to bring her weapon down, but before she could, Diana blasted her with a sphere of light and sent her flailing backward. 

			The Cyclopes fumbled to their feet, each of their booming movements sending shudders through the earth. Zoey pulled the Helm of Darkness over her head, vanishing, and seized her axe while Kali took the spear, two Cyclopes stepping toward them. The other Cyclopes walked toward Prometheus as he wrapped his chains around the bars of the pegasi’s cage. Their steps shook the ground so much Zoey could hardly keep her balance. 

			“Foolish human girl,” one Cyclops boomed, reaching in Zoey’s general direction with a giant calloused hand. “There is no escaping your fate today. Perhaps Zeus will let me have you for a snack if I can catch you and retrieve Hades’s Helm.”

			The Cyclops’s hand hovered over Zoey and grabbed the space around her. She darted to the left, then the right, avoiding the monster’s grasp. He grabbed for her a third time. As his hand came down, she channeled her strength into her left arm and hand. Using all her might, she swung her axe at his thumb. The blade cut deep. Zoey wrenched the weapon from the Cyclops’s flesh, blood squirting from the wound. The monster bellowed and pulled away. 

			Beside Zoey, as the other Cyclops tried to pick up Kali, the girl shoved her spear through his palm. His hand crunched from the attack. She ripped the weapon back out and the monster shrieked, falling back.

			Across the camp, Prometheus cried out. Zoey looked over to see him on his hands and knees, the remaining Cyclopes standing over him. Karter circled the air above them, a golden lightning bolt in hand. The pegasi were still trapped in the cage; Prometheus had not yet broken the bars.

			The Cyclops Zoey had injured stepped forward, shaking the forest floor and grabbing the air around her. Zoey charged on the monster and swung her axe at him. The blade cut into his wrist. He yelped, but before Zoey could wrench her weapon away, the monster flung his hand backward. The momentum flipped Zoey around and sent her toppling into the dirt, the Helm flying off her head and sliding away. The monster ripped her weapon from his wrist and flicked it across the clearing.

			The Cyclops plucked Zoey off the ground and tightened his grip around her waist, then brought her to his nostrils and sniffed. “Mmmmmmmm. Perhaps instead of waiting for Zeus to give me permission to eat you, I’ll just go ahead and do it.”

			A bright lightning bolt, one the color of rubies, flashed past Zoey’s head and blasted the Cyclops in the cheek. The Cyclops whined like a child, and Zoey glanced over to see Karter, more red bolts arcing and hissing in his hands. “You won’t do anything to her unless my father orders you to,” Karter said. “This is your only warning.”

			The Cyclops’s bottom lip quivered. “Yes, Son of Zeus.”

			Karter gave the Cyclops one last stern look, then swooped toward the brawl below. Kali must have come to Prometheus’s aid, because the two of them zigzagged between the feet of the remaining Cyclopes. Kali stabbed them in the toes and ankles with her spear, while Prometheus used his chains to whip them in the legs. Both sent the monsters hopping and howling. Diana and Darko fought against Layla and Xander, arrows and blasts of light whizzing through the air. Andy battled Violet and the centaurs tirelessly. 

			Karter flew toward Violet, but before he could land next to her, he launched his ruby-red lightning bolts at Diana and Darko. The force sent them stumbling to the forest floor. Layla and Xander ran forward and secured Diana’s and Darko’s hands behind their backs. 

			“No,” Zoey cried, squirming in the Cyclops’s hand. “Diana! Darko!”

			Karter conjured two more red bolts and turned toward Kali and Prometheus. 

			“Kali, Prometheus, look out!” Zoey yelled, but they didn’t seem to hear. Karter threw the attacks and knocked Kali and Prometheus to the ground. Before they could stand, two Cyclopes plucked them up as the one holding Zoey had.

			Zoey looked to Violet and the centaur astynomia. The centaurs grabbed Andy by the shoulders—No, not him! Zoey thought—and Karter conjured a final red bolt and chucked it at the boy. The bolt blasted Andy’s sword from his grasp, knocking it into the dirt, and the centaurs bound Andy’s wrists behind his back. 

			Zoey slapped and kicked her captor as best as she could, but to no avail. This can’t be the end of it, she thought. Not when we were so close. 

			A faint crackling sound tickled Zoey’s ears, and her eyes fluttered open. Tiny balls of orange fire appeared in four corners of the clearing. Zoey furrowed her brow as the balls grew taller and wider and more rectangular, until they’d morphed into walls of flame standing as high as the trees, separated by twenty-foot gaps where no fire burned. For a moment the walls remained in their respective corners, not spreading into the forest or the clearing or growing any bigger. Everyone paused and stared at the walls in confusion. What was going on? Where could they be coming from?

			Suddenly the fiery walls roared, curving inward, then raged into the clearing like waves crashing toward a beach. The demigods and centaurs shrieked, releasing their prisoners and dashing for the closest gap between the fires. Everyone else followed suit, the ground tremoring from the Cyclopes’ lumbering strides. Karter and the demigod trio’s pegasi leapt into the sky. 

			The Cyclops holding Kali reached a gap first, but just as he was about to pass through it and into the trees, his head reared back so hard Zoey thought she heard his neck crack. He tumbled back-first toward the ground, Violet and Layla racing out of his way, then crushed a centaur under the weight of his massive body. For a moment his fingers went slack, and Kali rolled out of his hand and onto the ground. 

			The creature keeping Zoey captive jumped over his fallen companion, keeping her secure in his hand. Her stomach reeled. Midair, he rammed into an invisible barrier, then fell backward as well. Zoey screamed. It felt as though she were barreling down the tallest track of a roller coaster, her only seat belt the Cyclops’s grimy fingers. 

			The monster landed with a loud thud on top of his companion. Upon impact, his grip on Zoey loosened a bit, and she scrambled from his grasp and tumbled to the forest floor. 

			“Where is that fire coming from?” Violet screeched, her beautiful face twisted with fury. “Who is doing this?”

			As if in response to the Daughter of Aphrodite, the fiery walls charging the party stopped, then crept back toward where they’d come from and finally disappeared altogether, leaving the air hot, dry, and smoke-filled. Karter and the demigods’ three pegasi descended into the clearing. 

			“I’m waiting,” Violet said. “Stop your tricks and fight us face-to-face.”

			Like a spark leaping from a pile of ash, a familiar woman with shoulder-length black hair burst from the darkness before them, her palms blazing with orange flames. She ran to face the fallen, disoriented Cyclopes. They turned their heads toward her, blinking in disbelief as if the realization of who she was hit them. 

			Zoey gasped. “Marina?” 

			Marina brought her fiery hands behind her head and launched her attacks straight for the Cyclopes’ eyes. The flames set their corneas ablaze. They writhed and screamed, clawing their faces, an acrid stench filling the air. After a few moments Marina waved her hands and the flames died. However, the damage was already done. The Cyclopes whimpered, tears streaming down their faces, the whites of their eyes now smoking and scarlet.

			Marina crossed her arms. “If you interfere with the Daughter of Apollo and the Chosen Two of the Prophecy again, I’ll ruin more than your sight.”

			The Cyclopes nodded hurriedly, and the Granddaughter of Hephaestus ran to Zoey’s side, panting—probably from the effort she’d just exerted to help save the group. Zoey wasn’t sure how quickly grandchildren of the gods drained their energy when using their powers, but she guessed it was probably quicker than for demigods considering they had far less divine blood running through their veins. 

			Troy appeared from the forest and hurried to them as well. A large hammer and a bundle of rope hung from his belt. 

			“But how— What’s going on?” Zoey asked. 

			Troy grinned. “When Zeus recruited some of the Cyclopes in our forges to help take you guys to Olympus, we knew we had to help you escape, so we tracked the submarines. Did you like our trick with the fire and the ropes in the trees?” Zoey smiled and nodded. 

			The rest of the group—other than Prometheus, as one of the uninjured Cyclopes still had him in hand—rushed to Zoey’s side. Kali clutched a spear and handed Zoey the Helm of Darkness; once she pulled it over her head, she drew her dagger. Andy had his sword in hand. Diana made spheres of light, and Darko nocked an arrow. 

			Karter conjured two golden lightning bolts while Layla, Xander, and the remaining centaur readied their weapons. The last two Cyclopes stood behind them like guards. 

			Violet put up her hands as though in surrender and walked forward. Her hips swayed with every step. “Why don’t we take some time to talk about this instead of mindlessly killing each other?” she said, batting her lashes, her opalescent irises flashing even in the dark. “I for one would prefer not to die today.”

			Andy glared at Violet. “Don’t look the Daughter of Aphrodite in the eyes. If you don’t already have feelings for someone else, she’ll make you fall in love with her and turn you against us.” Troy and Marina turned their gazes away from Violet altogether. 

			The Daughter of Aphrodite scowled at Andy. “Fine, then. We’ll fight.” Violet backed away until she stood close to Karter. She caressed his shoulder—at this, Zoey inhaled sharply—and flashed him a flirtatious smile. He looked at the demigod, his eyes full of confusion. 

			“I don’t like them one bit,” Violet said. “I know we’re supposed to keep them alive for the execution, but could you at least give them some bruises? Maybe a few black eyes? For me?”

			Before Karter could reply, the Cyclops with his hands free took booming footsteps over the demigods toward the group, and the centaur clopped alongside him. 

			Marina rushed toward the Cyclops and centaur and began throwing balls of fire at the creatures. Troy ran past her, toward the demigods, and started clobbering Xander and Layla with his hammer, dodging Karter’s lightning bolts and Violet’s darts. 

			At the same time, Prometheus swung his chains at the face of the Cyclops holding him captive. The links slapped the Cyclops in his eye, and the monster bellowed so loudly the trees shook, dropping Prometheus and fumbling backward. The Titan rolled as he landed, then gained his footing and joined Troy and Marina in battle.

			Andy brandished his sword as if ready to help as well, then cried out and fell back, dropping his blade and falling to his knees. 

			“Andy!” Darko cried. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m—fine,” Andy said, grunting. “Just—just get my sword.” Darko nodded, snatching up the boy’s blade, then sheathed it for him. 

			Zoey kneeled at Andy’s side and rested her hand on his back, but recoiled quickly—warm, sticky blood had seeped through the fabric of the boy’s clothes. His “wings” looked as if they’d grown several inches. They now poked out of his shirt. 

			“Andy . . . the wings,” Zoey whispered. “They’re bigger than before.”

			Diana stepped in front of Zoey and Andy, spheres of light ready in her hands. “I have to help Troy and Marina fight so Prometheus can break out the pegasi. The rest of you . . . start running. I’ll send Prometheus after you.”

			Kali grabbed Diana’s wrist. “I won’t let you hold them off by yourself.”

			“I won’t be by myself,” Diana said. “I’ll have Troy and Marina. Besides, Zoey and Andy will need Darko and you more than ever if I can’t escape.”

			“Please,” Kali replied, holding tight to Diana. 

			Diana looked over her shoulder and offered Kali a small smile. “I’ll catch up with you when I’m done here, all right?” 

			Kali hesitated, staring hard at Diana. Finally, Kali took a deep breath, then leaned down, closed her eyes, and pressed her lips against Diana’s. The demigod froze for a moment, her spheres of light disintegrating, but soon she softened her shoulders and closed her eyes as well, leaning into the kiss. 

			A short time passed, and Kali let go of Diana’s wrist and pulled away. “Finish up with the monster-and-demigod-slaying so we can do that again, okay, Princess?”

			“O-okay,” Diana stammered.

			Zoey took off the Helm, handed it to Darko, and hurried forward to give Diana a quick hug. “Please be careful.”

			“Of course,” Diana replied, then turned around and sprinted into the battle before them. 

			Kali rushed to Andy’s other side and took his hand. “Are you okay? Do you need help walking?” 

			He shook his head. “I’m good. Maybe just to stand?” Kali pulled him to his feet. He stumbled forward, but she caught him before he could fall.

			“Let me help,” Zoey said. She wrapped her hand around Andy’s waist and laid his arm over her shoulder. Kali did the same on his other side. 

			“Do you think Diana will be okay?” Darko asked. 

			Zoey swallowed hard and forced a smile. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen now. “Of course. She’ll be fine. You heard her yourself. She’ll catch up with us later. Now c’mon, we need to get out of here.”

			“Lead the way, Darko,” Kali said. 

			Darko clopped into the trees, the Helm and a bow in hand, a quiver with only a couple of arrows left in it slung over his back. Zoey, Andy, and Kali hobbled along as fast as they could. The conflict raged on behind them. 

			*~*~*~

			Karter jumped into the sky and flew over the battle, toward the trees he’d seen Zoey, Andy, the satyr, and the tall dark-haired girl escape into. Karter didn’t know what they were planning, but while his companions overtook the rest of their enemies, he would stop them. 

			Once he spotted them below, limping through the forest, he swooped down. 

			Before Karter even landed, the satyr caught sight of him. The satyr aimed an arrow for Karter and loosed it, but Karter dodged the attack with ease. The satyr shot another arrow. Karter darted to the side. The arrow missed him by inches. 

			The satyr reached into his quiver to pull out another arrow, but none remained. Karter smirked and landed before them. He conjured a golden lightning bolt. 

			The tall dark-haired girl lunged for Karter, a dagger in hand. He leapt up and kicked her arm. The blade went flying, but she snatched his ankle and yanked him to the forest floor. He landed on his back with a hard thud, his bolt disintegrating, and suddenly the girl was straddling him, sending punch after punch to his jaw. Rage etched harsh lines into her face. 

			The punches caused hardly any pain—in fact, Karter would have bet it was hurting the girl far more than him—but he still wanted her off. He focused on conjuring his child-of-Zeus strength, then grabbed her wrists, stopping the blows. He released her and thrust his legs upward. The girl went flying. She landed back-first onto the forest floor several feet away. 

			Karter sprang to his feet to see Zoey as she slipped the Helm of Darkness over her head. She disappeared, but he concentrated on the ground, watching the grass and dirt shift under her weight as she charged at him. In seconds she was upon him. He snarled, grappling with her until he was able to pull the Helm of Darkness off her head. 

			The Helm’s metal stung as though hundreds of needles were pricking his flesh, and as soon as he had the item out of Zoey’s reach, he threw it aside—he couldn’t risk the magical item sucking away his life force any more than it may have already in the short time he’d touched it. It clattered to the ground. 

			Zoey snarled and raised one of the satyr’s loosed arrows above her head, but Karter knocked it aside easily. He grasped Zoey’s shoulders and held her in place. She struggled against him, but she was no match for his child-of-Zeus strength.

			Andy lay unconscious far ahead. What was wrong with the boy, Karter didn’t know. Had he been wounded during the fight? It doesn’t matter, Karter thought. No need to worry for him. 

			“Why are you doing this?” Zoey cried. “You could have helped us.”

			“I’ll do as my father commands me,” Karter said. “What destiny has planned for me.”

			“Why would you help a person who murdered millions of innocent people for power? Who killed one of your best friends right in front of you? Who mutilated your face?” 

			Karter paused, locking eyes with Zoey. Her gaze seemed to plead with him, as if begging him to do the right thing. 

			But what was the right thing to do, really? Sure, Karter’s father and the rest of the gods murdered millions of people—but only because the gods had been fading away from lack of worship from those “innocent” mortals who, Karter could argue, were no more innocent than the gods themselves. Mortals lied, cheated, and murdered too. 

			The gods existed long before humans ever did, and they controlled everything: the lands, the skies, the seas. Why should the lives of mortals matter more than the lives of gods? Regular mortals and demigods alike were only specks of dust in the grand scheme of the universe, swept away in the blink of an eye. However, the gods, despite their character flaws, were divine beings able to grant and destroy life with a snap of their fingers. They would last longer than all the stars in the sky so long as they received worship. 

			Yes, sometimes the gods made questionable decisions. Sometimes they were petty and dishonest and cruel. Karter had been the victim of their abuse more than once. But who was Zoey to question their will? Who was he to do the same? They were not eternal, and neither of them were capable of understanding the universe in the same way the gods did. Besides, if Karter was to be made a god . . .

			Well, why would he allow his frail human emotions to control him, when his destiny had always been to become so much more?

			The neighs of pegasi sounded above them. Karter looked up. Prometheus, manacles and all, sat on the back of one of the three pegasi Karter and his companions had imprisoned, descending from the night sky toward them. The other two followed suit. 

			Karter’s stomach fell. If Prometheus had been able to free those creatures and escape the other demigods, Diana wouldn’t be far behind. Zeus had only mentioned seeing Karter executing Diana in his vision and was sure Diana’s death would end this war before it ever truly began. 

			Karter couldn’t go back to Olympus—he couldn’t fulfill his destiny of becoming an immortal god—if Diana escaped. 

			Prometheus landed the pegasus and started for Karter. However, instead of fighting, Karter let go of Zoey and jumped into the sky, beginning the flight back to his companions. If he went back to them now and allowed Zoey and Andy to go free, but kept Diana in custody, everything would work out the way it was meant to. 

			At least, Karter hoped it would. 
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			Chapter Thirteen

			WINGS
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			Andy wasn’t sure how he’d arrived in the garden. 

			He’d been following Darko through thick forest, the pain in his back so bad Zoey and Kali had to hold him up to walk. He’d closed his eyes for just a moment, the agony unbearable, and when he’d opened them again, his surroundings had completely changed. His pain faded. 

			The garden he was in now looked identical to the one from his visions in Aphrodite City, when he’d touched the statue of Anteros and saw Anteros and Calliope under a gazebo in a garden. There were cypress trees, bushes of flowers, marble fountains, golden paths. Planets and stars gazed down at him, lingering so closely he felt perhaps he could reach up and touch them. 

			From behind, a woman’s voice said, “Greetings, Chosen One.”

			Andy swung around. A pretty woman who looked to be around thirty stood before him. She was pale, with curly red hair, her silver irises glittering. Twinkling stars dotted her black dress. 

			“Who are you, and how do you know who I am?” Andy asked. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

			“I thought you’d be taller, like him, but I suppose you have similar mannerisms,” the woman said, almost absentmindedly, then gestured at their surroundings. “Do you not remember this place? You have visited it before.”

			“I was thinking it looked like the one from a vision I’ve had.” 

			“The garden you saw then is the one you stand in now.”

			Andy raised a brow. “You know about that? About what I saw?”

			“Yes.”

			“Uhhhhhhh, I’ve never met you before. You wanna explain how you know about that vision?” 

			The woman curtsied. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Asteria, Titan goddess of stars, prophetic dreams, and necromancy. I dreamt of you. Well, in a way I dreamt of you, I suppose. I saw the visions you were given in Aphrodite City, and I knew I needed to speak with you at my first opportunity.”

			“If you’re a god, then how did you find me? The Fates’ spell keeps Zoey and me hidden from the gods so that they can’t reach us.”

			“I have kept a close eye on Karter, Son of Zeus. Through him, I found you. You are in a compromised state, and so it was easy to enter your mind. But do not fret. I mean you no harm.”

			“Wait. If you’re a goddess of prophetic dreams, does that mean this is a dream?” 

			“Perhaps it is. Perhaps not.”

			“What the hell does that mean?” He rubbed his temples. “Lady, please, I’ve had a long couple’a weeks. I don’t need vague riddles to ponder. Just be up front with me. What do you want?”

			“I want to warn you and your friend of the coming adversary.”

			“Which friend? I have a couple.”

			“The girl. The one you love.”

			Zoey’s face flashed across Andy’s mind. He began backing away from the Titan goddess. “Okay, this is weird. I’ve never explicitly told anyone how I feel about Zoey. And you know what, I don’t know if what I feel for her is actual love. I’ve never even kissed a girl, okay? So why the hell would you say I love her?”

			“Because your affection for her has been fated for centuries. It is what brought you where you are now.”

			He shook his head. “No way. I’m here because I’m meant to fight the gods. I’m here because my life thread or whatever the Fates called it turned white and started to glow when I died, and they didn’t let my soul pass on because they knew I had more to accomplish.”

			“Have you ever wondered why your thread did what it did when you died? Have you ever wondered why, out of all the mortals the universe could have picked for this task, it picked you?”

			“Well . . .” He thought for a moment. Why had the universe picked him? He was scrawny and nerdy, and before the world had ended, he couldn’t even properly defend himself against bullies. At least now he could fight monsters with the help of his friends.

			When the group had visited the Fates the first time, hadn’t Zoey asked them why Andy’s and Zoey’s threads were so special? “We cannot say,” they’d answered. “In time, you will discover it for yourself.” 

			“I guess I haven’t thought about it in a while,” Andy said. “I kinda had a lot on my plate. It was hard enough wrapping my head around the fact that my best friend and family were dead, that the Greek gods are real, and that people are counting on me to save the world. Plus, the Fates told Zoey and me we’d find out more of the ‘whys’ eventually. I guess I forgot about it. Once we started fighting monsters and stuff, it just didn’t cross my mind anymore.”

			“The truth is coming,” Asteria said. “And it will be hard to accept. This is your and the girl’s coming adversary. But you cannot fight the truth, Chosen One. You cannot question it. If you do, you will be at war with yourself—you will be at war with your friend—and neither of you will survive the coming battles.”

			“What truth? What are you talking about?”

			“I wish I could say, but I can only warn you of the future, lest I sway your destiny. I can only advise you to accept the truth. When the time has arrived, you will know what I mean by all of this.” The Titan goddess disintegrated into millions of shimmering stars and floated into the sky.

			Once the last of Asteria had disappeared, the vegetation of the garden shifted from deep greens to pure black, the dark sky swallowing the planets and stars. Andy closed his eyes and then floated aimlessly through empty space like strips of seaweed in an ocean. Blissfully, with no care in the world, his mind finally at peace.

			“Andy?” he heard Zoey call, somewhere far away. “Andy, it’s time to wake up.”

			He opened his eyes. 

			He lay on his back in a cave, what felt like a mattress made of fluffy clouds beneath him. The rays of a sunset peeked through the jagged crevice of the cave’s entrance. Zoey, Darko, Kali, and Prometheus hovered over him, and the group’s three pegasi rested in the far corner. 

			Andy groaned. His back was sore, but the intense pains he’d experienced before had dissipated. “W-what happened? Where are we? Where’s . . .” His stomach dropped. “Where’s Diana?”

			Zoey took Andy’s hand. “We escaped Karter and the others last night. You’ve been passed out this whole time. We’re a long way from Hephaestus City, and only a day away from Poseidon City, but Diana and the twins who helped us—Marina and Troy—didn’t get away. Based off what those demigods said about Zeus’s vision, Diana won’t be executed until they reach New Mount Olympus, and Prometheus says they won’t be able to get there for another five to six days since they’re mostly traveling on foot. We think she’s still alive.” 

			“And the siblings?” Andy asked, remembering the flame-throwing woman and the hammer-wielding guy. He hadn’t known who they were, but Zoey had seemed to, so he’d assumed she’d met them in Hephaestus City and, judging by their actions last night, it seemed as if they wanted to help fight the gods. 

			Zoey’s eyes grew watery, her lip quivering. “I don’t know about Marina and Troy. I don’t know if they’ll be kept alive that long. I hope so.”

			Andy sat up. “There’s time left to save them—all of them. We have to start for New Mount Olympus or try and intercept the demigods.”

			“No,” Prometheus said. “We have to go to Poseidon’s palace.”

			“We can’t just let them kill Diana,” Andy replied. “We can’t let them kill Marina and Troy either. Those two saved our asses, and Diana would come for us if we were captured. She’d do anything to rescue us. We have to do the same for her.”

			Zoey squeezed his hand. “You’re right, and we will save her, and if Marina and Troy are still alive, we’ll save them too. But we can’t just yet. We barely escaped the demigods, so we have to ask for help and steal the Trident before we try to get them back.”

			“Ask for help?” Andy asked. “What do you mean? Help from who?”

			Darko pulled out the small drawstring sack the nymphs who’d saved the group gave them. “We still have the flower the nymphs gave us. I was able to save it while we were fighting the Cyclopes and the demigods and the astynomia.”

			“The nymphs pledged themselves to our cause,” Kali continued for the satyr. “While you were passed out, we decided we’re going to call on the nymphs and ask if they can reach Olympus in the next several days and gather more people for an army as they go.”

			“While they’re traveling toward us and gathering others, we’ll steal the Trident,” Zoey added. “With the Helm, the Trident, and an army, we can sneak-attack the gods and rescue our friends, then regroup for later.”

			Andy grinned and climbed to his feet. “This is perfect! The gods will never see it coming. They think they’ve already won. Why didn’t you wake me up earlier for this? Let’s get going. We need to go through the Labyrinth and get into the palace. We don’t have any time to waste.” The group exchanged nervous glances. “What?” Andy asked. “What’s wrong?”

			“Before we do any of that,” Zoey started, “there’s something we have to talk to you about.”

			“Which is?”

			“Remember the pains in your back? The weird wing things that grew out of it?”

			“Yes?”

			“Well, they’re bigger now. After you passed out, they just kept growing and growing.” 

			Andy’s breath caught in his throat. He reached for his back, his fingers brushing something soft—like feathers. 

			“They kept bleeding too, and you seemed so restless. You were talking in your sleep and rolling around. Once we were far enough away from Hephaestus City we stopped in this cave and tried to patch you up, but it was no use. Prometheus said we needed to let whatever it was run its course, and it turned out he was right. Pretty soon the wings stopped getting bigger—they kinda just stayed the way they were—and your wounds healed themselves, like really fast. You stopped bleeding. That’s when we decided it was safe to wake you up. How—how do you feel?”

			Andy craned his neck, trying to catch sight of the wings, but could only see white feathers. “I mean, other than the fact that I sprouted some new body parts, I think fine? I’m not in near as much pain. Just kind of sore. But how did this happen? Seriously, I don’t even know what to say.”

			“Neither did I,” Zoey replied. “But I, uh, talked to Prometheus about all the weird stuff that’s been happening with you and me, and he might have an idea of what’s going on.”

			“Which is?” Andy asked, turning to the Titan.

			“Zoey told us a little about what happened to you in Aphrodite City,” Prometheus said. “How the temple of Anteros seemed to call to you and didn’t stop until you got there. How you touched it and got those visions, and when you came back you had pains in your back and didn’t need your glasses anymore. Zoey also mentioned that after this happening, when you touched her, she experienced an electric shock, and she’s been having strange tingling sensations in her throat ever since. These ringin’ a bell?”

			“How could they not?” Andy replied. “I mean, I didn’t know about all of Zoey’s stuff, but the rest of it is possibly the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to me, other than being a Chosen One in a war against Greek gods.”

			“Well, since your wings have grown,” the Titan continued, “I’ve sensed a divine presence growing in you. I’ve sensed it growing in Zoey since then, too. Not like you’re becoming immortal or anything like that—more like the way a descendant of the gods has divine blood and powers and such. Who were the gods you saw in your visions?”

			“There was Zeus and a bunch of others in a big dining-hall type place,” Andy started. “But for the most part, the visions were centered around Anteros, which makes sense since I touched his statue. There was also a lot of a goddess named Calliope, whom he was in love with.”

			Prometheus scratched his chin. “Anteros and Calliope faded away a long time ago. They were part of the reason many of the gods decided it was a good idea to destroy the modern world and take back humanity’s worship, so they wouldn’t suffer the same fate. Calliope was the Goddess of Eloquence. If she lied, she could sometimes make others believe her completely. Her greatest power was convincing those around her to do as she said.”

			“Which is what I did when I told all those people to get out of the way when we were in Hephaestus City,” Zoey said. 

			Prometheus nodded. “That’s right. And Anteros—well, to say the wings Andy has grown are similar to the god’s are an understatement. They’re identical.”

			Andy recalled what Anteros’s wings had looked like in the visions and tried to imagine them on himself. “Okay, that’s weird, but what does all this mean?”

			“I can only think of one explanation,” the Titan said. “Although Anteros and Calliope faded away, they may not have been completely gone. Because Aphrodite built a temple for Anteros in her city, a part of him could have lingered there, and because he was in love with Calliope, a part of her would have probably lingered within him. I’m guessing that when you touched his statue, whatever was left of him entered your body. Then, when you touched Zoey, whatever was left of Calliope must have entered her body. That would explain the electric shocks, the throat tingling, and now the fact that you’ve grown wings.”

			Andy shivered. “So, Anteros and Calliope are possessing me and Zoey? Like a demon or something? But why?”

			“They may want to help you in your war against the gods,” Prometheus answered. “They might think that inhabiting your bodies and giving you some divine power will be beneficial.”

			Zoey shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. They faded away because humanity forgot them. Why would they be on our side if we’re trying to restore the world to what it once was?”

			“That’s a fair point,” Prometheus said. “Have any other strange things gone on?”

			“Not for me,” Zoey answered. “I told you everything.”

			“I had kind of a weird dream,” Andy said. “A Titan goddess—I think her name was Asteria—told me the ‘truth’ about me and Zoey would be coming soon, and that we had to accept it, or it would be detrimental to us.”

			“Hmmm. Asteria is a goddess of prophecy, so it would make sense that she’d warn you about a big event coming, but I’ve also known her to meddle with things on occasion,” Prometheus said. “If Asteria visited you, then perhaps she’s the one who orchestrated this whole ordeal. She could have consulted with another deity, probably a Titan or one of her children, to plant powers inside of you, especially if she thinks you need them.”

			“If that’s the case, then why would they resemble Anteros’s and Calliope’s powers so closely?” Zoey asked. 

			Prometheus shrugged. “Probably to throw the gods off her trail. If she was meddling like that, she wouldn’t want them to find out and throw her in Tartarus. Honestly though, I can’t be sure. However, I am sure about one thing: If you want to save the others, we’re going to need to hurry.”

			“He’s right,” Kali said. “We’ve broken the news to Andy. Maybe we can find out more later. Now let’s contact the nymphs and ask if they’ll be willing to help us save Diana and the other two who helped us.”

			Everyone agreed. They walked outside the cave into more forest, the evening crisp and breezy, and quickly built a fire. Darko removed the daylily from its drawstring sack and tossed it into the flames. It burned, its orange petals curling in on themselves and turning crispy black, a smell like vanilla filling the air. Andy held his breath and waited for something to happen. 

			When the flower became nothing but ash, the fire began shimmering and flickering like sunlight on rippling water. A blurred-out face took form in the flames—then two, then three—and before Andy knew it Eugenia, Harmony, and Narcissa looked out at the group through the fire. 

			Harmony bounced up and down as if in glee. “I knew we’d see you guys again!”

			“Calm yourself, Harmony,” Narcissa began, her tone cold and her expression stiff. “I understand you are excited, but we do not yet know why they have contacted us.”

			Eugenia clasped her hands. “It is good to see you again, Andy and Zoey.” The Dryad’s jaw dropped when she noticed Andy’s wings. “Oh, my. Those are new, aren’t they? You will have to elaborate on how you acquired them when we get a chance. Anyway, tell us why you have contacted us today.”

			“Diana and some of our new friends have been taken by demigods working for Zeus,” Zoey said. “They’re going to execute Diana on New Mount Olympus, but we don’t know about the other two for sure. We’re hoping they’ll be spared until the execution as well. So, basically we’re less than a day away from reaching the Labyrinth and getting into Poseidon’s palace to steal the Trident. We’re going to try to steal the Trident and reach Olympus before the execution so we can save them, but we can’t succeed if we do it alone.”

			Andy stepped forward. “Which is why we called you. We can’t pull off this plan well without a lot of help. Would you be able to rally as many other nymphs as you can within the next few days and come to New Mount Olympus to help us?”

			The Dryads’ eyes went wide, and they whispered among themselves for a few moments, then turned to the group. “We would be happy to assist you in saving the Daughter of Apollo, and in staging future attacks against the gods,” Eugenia said.

			“How many people do you think you’ll be able to gather for this?” Zoey asked. 

			“Hundreds, if not thousands,” Narcissa answered. “We will begin our journey today.”

			Andy exchanged hopeful smiles with the rest of the group. “In that case, it looks like it’s time for us to head toward the Labyrinth.”
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			Chapter Fourteen

			GHOSTS

			[image: ]

			Karter stood staring at the trees, unable to sleep. Again. 

			Consequently, he’d offered to guard the prisoners although it wasn’t his turn while the remainder of his party rested for the night. The party only had three people in custody now: Diana and two grandchildren-of-Hephaestus, the ones the Blacksmith of the Gods had appointed to run the forges in his city. The Cyclopes, although three of them were blinded from the battle outside Hephaestus City, still helped carry and guard the prisoners in hopes the gods on Olympus would have mercy and allow them to be healed when they got there. One of the centaurs had been crushed in the fight, but the other stayed with the party and did what he could to aid them as well. 

			Yesterday night, after the same battle which blinded the Cyclopes and killed one of the astynomia, Xander had contacted Zeus and notified the King of the Gods that the Chosen Two of the Prophecy, Prometheus, and the rest of their companions had escaped. Zeus had hardly even blinked at this news. According to his vision, so long as Diana was executed the war would end before it could ever truly begin. However, as an extra precaution, Zeus said he’d be sending the Olympian goddess Artemis and her Huntresses to retrieve the Helm of Darkness and bring Prometheus and the Chosen Two of the Prophecy into custody. 

			For some reason, Zeus wanted Zoey and Andy alive. Karter wanted to ask why; after all, didn’t it make more sense to have them killed? He shook his head. It was no matter. Zeus had a reason for every decision he made, and this was surely no different. 

			Besides, Karter didn’t like to think about Zoey, didn’t like to think about the way she had looked at him when she’d realized which side he’d chosen. He didn’t like to think about how Spencer and Syrena would feel toward him if they were still here either. What would they have said to him after all they’d done to orchestrate this insane scheme if they were still alive? 

			He remembered Syrena’s screams when Zeus hit her with the green lightning bolt, the way she’d fallen to the ground, her chest a crater of ash, all to bring Zoey and Andy back from the dead. He remembered the way Spencer had shoved the last golden apple at him, insisting Karter take it instead for helping Zoey and Andy survive in Hades. Then the way the Son of Hades had let out a final pained sigh and fallen onto his back. In those moments, Karter had felt as if the world had ended. As if nothing were worth fighting for anymore. 

			If they were still alive, what would they tell him now? Would Syrena say, “I’m disappointed?” Would Spencer wish him an eternity in Tartarus? The thought of it made him feel as if someone were stabbing his heart, but he knew if anything, he was the one doing the stabbing. After all, he’d betrayed the gods just like they had. To save Spencer no less, to try in some backward way to make up to Syrena for what he’d allowed to happen to her. And now what was Karter doing? Helping the gods again? Why?

			Because it is your destiny, he thought. Written by the Fates long ago. There is nothing anyone can do to change it, and so you accept it. Welcome it. 

			Karter brushed the scar on the right side of his face. Destiny or not, it was an odd thing, the fact that he was meant to help his father. Like Zoey had said, Zeus had mutilated his face. And Karter’s mother . . .

			Karter’s eyes filled with hot tears. He didn’t like to think about his mother. The last time he’d seen her— Gods, he’d only been six years old. He’d seen her recently in a vision Asteria had given him, but other than that he could barely remember. He didn’t like to think about what Zeus’s wife, Hera, had done to his mother, didn’t like to think about the desperate look in his mother’s eyes when she’d told Karter to fly away as fast as he could . . .

			Karter shook his head. He was getting lost in his thoughts. Thoughts that didn’t matter now. His mother, Syrena, Spencer—they were ghosts of his past, part of his frail human emotions. They were only feelings. Feelings which would fade with time, disappear after an eternity of living as a god. Every Olympian at one time or another had loved and lost, hadn’t they? Apollo with Daphne, Artemis with Orion, Aphrodite with Adonis, and countless other instances—and after thousands of years, none of the immortals still missed those people. At least, not as far as Karter knew.

			Once Diana was dead, Karter would be made immortal, and in a thousand years he wouldn’t remember any of the things haunting him in this moment. Now that he understood he was truly meant to be made a god, he just had to keep reminding himself of the truth.

			He looked up at the night sky, at the moon and stars, halfway expecting Asteria to come down and talk to him. This was what she’d intended for him, wasn’t it? Becoming a god was his “destined greatness,” right? Asteria didn’t like Zeus, but maybe Karter living as a god on Olympus could convince them to let their tumultuous past die. Maybe that was why Asteria had taken such an interest in Karter. Perhaps, after all this was over, Asteria could visit Karter without having to do it in secret. Perhaps they could be friends for eternity. 

			As if in reply to Karter’s thoughts, thousands of stars began materializing before him, spinning together in a dance of twinkling light, soon taking the form of Asteria herself.

			Asteria frowned, standing before Karter. “What are you doing, Son of Zeus?” 

			“Following the path I’m meant to take.”

			“No,” the Titan goddess replied, her expression flaring with anger. “You follow the path you have chosen. A path that can only lead to your destruction.”

			“My destruction? How can I be destroyed if I’m made an immortal god?” 

			Asteria stepped toward Karter until her face was only inches from his. She cupped his cheeks with her hands and closed her silver eyes. “Remember, Son of Zeus. Remember who you are, and you will understand.”

			The night sky swept Karter into the clouds and swirled around him. Finally, his surroundings became nothing more than a blur, taking him back, back, back . . . 

			Six years ago . . .

			Fall, Year 494 AS

			Since Karter’s punishment, he had not left his room. For two days he lay in bed, the canopy pulled so he remained swathed in darkness, left with nothing but the memory of the gold bolt as it seared his face. 

			The night of his penalty, his father had made him suffer through the aftermath of the lightning strike until the next morning. Once the sun had risen, the King of the Gods had allowed Apollo to heal him at least somewhat. His father had instructed Apollo to only heal him enough so the wound would not become infected, but also so Karter would be left with a permanent mark. 

			“I want the wound to scar,” Zeus had said to Apollo. “I want him to be reminded every day when he looks in the mirror that he is to respect the gods and their rulings or suffer the consequences.”

			Even if I hadn’t been left with my face destroyed, how could I forget? Karter thought. Other than when his mother died, this had to be the worst experience of his life. 

			A knock sounded at the door. He didn’t bother to answer. There had been several knocks at his door since he’d locked himself in here, but he wanted to be left alone. 

			“Karter?” the familiar voice of a girl called from the hall. “Karter, can we come in? It’s Syrena and Spencer.” 

			“Go away,” Karter said. 

			“It’s been two days,” Syrena continued. “You have to eat and drink. We brought you your favorites.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			There was a pause. Finally, Spencer spoke. “Will you please just let us come in? We want to apologize for what happened. We haven’t seen you in two days. We miss you.” 

			Karter sighed. He’d spent the last three years with Spencer and Syrena at his side. He missed them too. “Fine,” he said. “Come in.”

			The door creaked open, and soon Spencer and Syrena pulled aside the canopy and took a seat at the edge of Karter’s bed. Syrena held out a glass of ice water with lemon to Karter, while Spencer offered him a plate full of bread, cheese, and grapes. Karter accepted, setting the plate in his lap and lifting the glass to his lips. In only a few gulps the water was gone, cooling his parched throat. 

			“Your eyes aren’t brown anymore,” Syrena said. “They’re gold. Like the lightning.” 

			Karter ruffled his shaggy black hair, trying to cover his face with it. Syrena grabbed his hand to stop him. “They don’t look bad,” she said. “They’re . . . pretty.”

			“They draw more attention to the scar,” Karter replied, pulling away from her. “Which means they look bad. If they didn’t, Violet wouldn’t have broken up with me. Those were her exact words, actually. That there was no point in surrounding herself with ugly, unlovable things like scars. And that I’m a shame to the demigods of Olympus. I’m not sure which statement hurts worse.”

			“Violet is just a vain priss,” Spencer cut in. “I never liked her. But you did, so I put up with her. If she’s going to stop seeing you just because you have a scar now—well, I’d say she never loved you in the first place then.” Spencer’s words stung, but Karter knew he needed to hear them. Spencer had a way of telling people the truth without hesitation, even if it meant the truth was painful.

			“Spencer is right,” Syrena said. “Besides, the scar doesn’t look bad. You’re still handsome. More importantly, you’re far from a shame to the demigods of Olympus. If anyone should be ashamed, it should be me and Spencer. We’re the ones who got you into this whole mess. Violet doesn’t know what she’s missing out on. You’re one of the greatest people I know, and anyone would be lucky to be with you.”

			Karter smiled sadly. “You didn’t get me into this mess. I got myself into it.”

			“But we did,” Spencer said. “If we hadn’t tried to escape—”

			“I’d do it again,” Karter blurted. “I’d do it again if I had a choice.”

			“What do you mean?” Spencer asked. 

			“I mean,” Karter began, “that if I had a choice, if I could decide who was going to take a beating, me or you guys, I’d take it every time.”

			Nine years ago . . .

			Spring, Year 491 AS

			Karter and Spencer sparred alone in the open courtyard, the tall walls of the Olympian palace on all sides of them shimmering brilliant white under the sun. 

			As Spencer charged for Karter with a spear, Karter dug his toes into the grass and focused on conjuring lightning as a counter-attack. Karter had grown tired of only using two of his powers—strength and flight—during his and Spencer’s sparring sessions and had been trying to conjure lightning for some time now, but with no luck. 

			His much older and immortal-god brother, Heracles, had visited a few months ago, and had assured him if he was meant to create and control lightning, the power would be coming soon. After all, he was thirteen now, which was the prime age for a demigod’s powers to fully emerge. 

			Hopefully today was the day. He was sick of the disappointed look his father gave him every time he couldn’t do it. There hadn’t been many children-of-Zeus who could conjure lightning in the course of history, and currently there weren’t any alive on Olympus, but his father seemed to have high hopes for him regarding the power. 

			A flood of pulsing hot energy burst in his chest and snaked through his right arm. He looked down to find sparks of red power popping and hissing in his hand. His heart leapt with joy as the sparks began forming a solid red bolt. Red was the weakest kind of lightning, but it was lightning nonetheless. 

			He smirked and looked to Spencer, raising the bolt above his head. Finally, he’d done something his father could be proud of him for. 

			Spencer slowed and dropped his spear. “Karter . . . You . . .”

			“Good morning, boys!” the familiar booming voice of a man interrupted from the other end of the courtyard. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

			Karter looked over to see his father standing in one of the palace’s arched doorways with a girl he’d never seen before. She must be about ten years old, her dark hair styled in long ringlets, her face soft as sea-foam. 

			Karter practically jumped up and down in excitement at the sight of his father, waving his red bolt. Right now, the girl didn’t matter. He could meet her later. “Father! Father, look what I’ve made!”

			Annoyance flashed across his father’s expression. “Quit with your games, boy, and get over here.” Karter paused, furrowing his brow and holding up his hand. The red bolt had disintegrated already. No, he thought. Father must know what I can do. 

			Karter looked over at Spencer, who stared at the new girl, his eyes wide with awe, and Karter cringed a little. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think Eros, the God of Love, had shot Spencer with a love arrow. 

			“Come now,” Karter’s father said, his voice full of irritation. “Come meet our newest Warrior of the Gods. She’s traveled a long way to be here: all the way from Poseidon’s palace.” Spencer started toward Karter’s father and the girl. Karter slumped his shoulders and followed suit. It looked as though he’d have to show his father his newest power later. 

			Once Karter and Spencer made their way across the courtyard to Karter’s father and the girl, Karter’s father pushed her toward them. “This is Syrena, Daughter of Poseidon,” he boomed. “And I have decided she will be the third and final member of your warrior team. Because of this, it is pivotal you welcome her to Olympus and have her train alongside you every day. Considering you’re children of the three most powerful gods in our pantheon, I believe if you work well together you could be the best team of demigod warriors we’ve seen in the last century.” He turned around and started back into the palace. “Now, I will leave you to get to know each other, as I have much to attend to.”

			“Father, wait,” Karter cried, grabbing his father’s robes. 

			The god turned around and sighed in exasperation, narrowing his eyes at Karter as though Karter were a nagging Harpy instead of his son. The look made Karter’s confidence drop a bit, and he drew back, but he knew once his father saw what he could do, it would make everything better. 

			“What do you want?” his father asked.

			“I made lightning for the first time today,” he said. “It’s only red, not gold yet, but still. Did you see me do it?”

			His father’s expression remained that of irritation. “Keep working on your skills, and perhaps someday you will make green lightning—that would be truly impressive. Now please, introduce yourselves to Syrena, then get to know her and train with her for the rest of the afternoon until dinner. I have high hopes for the three of you.”

			Karter watched, numb, as his father walked away. 

			Sixteen years ago . . .

			Summer, Year 484 AS

			Karter’s mother sang a sweet tune in his ear, the words of the song describing stories of heroes from the old days. She did that every night—a while after dinner, and right before she tucked him into bed, just like tonight. Her long black hair tickled his arms as she held him close to her chest. He giggled with glee. 

			It was a hot summer evening in Hera City, making the air inside Karter and his mother’s small stone house humid and stuffy. Karter didn’t mind, though. He preferred the heat over the chilly days that would come when Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, made her descent into Hades for the fall and winter months. When that happened, his mother would pack the windows with clay, and they’d have to bundle up with layers and layers of clothes to stay warm. 

			As Karter began to slip into unconsciousness, his mother hoisted him up and started toward his bedroom. She’d tuck him in with a thin blanket, sing a while longer, then stroke his hair, kiss his forehead, and go to bed herself, as was the usual. 

			There was a loud bang at the front of the house, then a cluster of clattering noises, like rocks tumbling down a cliff. Karter’s mother gasped, and Karter snapped fully awake. 

			“What was that?” Karter asked. 

			Karter’s mother set him down and unsheathed the dagger at her hip. “Go to your room, sweetheart. I’ll be there in just a moment.” 

			Karter ran to his room and shut the door while his mother went to investigate. He pressed his ear against the wood to hear what was going on, but soon discovered he didn’t need to. What transpired next was probably loud enough to wake the whole neighborhood. 

			There were booming sounds and hissing noises. More loud bangs and clatters rang through the air. His mother cried out, “Help! Zeus, please!” 

			When he heard his mother’s cries, Karter knew he couldn’t stand by any longer, even if he was only six years old. His mother had told him about heroes from the old days, and especially about the incredible tasks Perseus and Heracles had completed, about the monsters they’d slain. Both had been sons of Zeus, just like Karter was. His mother had even told him the story of Apollo: the one where the god had killed a monstrous serpent to save his own mother, Leto. Did the Fates want him to save his?

			Karter threw open the door and burst out of the room to see what was going on, to save his mother just as Apollo had saved Leto in the old days. As a Son of Zeus, he was stronger than the other kids his age and he could fly. Surely that would be enough to destroy whatever villain was attacking his mother, right?

			Within seconds he reached the center of the house and stopped dead at what he saw. One of the walls had caved in. Among piles of rubble and furniture his mother lay, bruised and bloodied, her knife cast to the side. Above her was a creature Karter could only imagine existing in his most horrible nightmares. It was a scaly monster, like a dragon, with clusters of sharp claws extending from its feet. It stood taller than a horse, with so many serpentine heads snaking from its neck Karter couldn’t count them all, every pair of eyes glowing red. When the heads caught sight of Karter, they hissed at him. Chills raced up his spine. 

			“Karter, fly!” his mother yelled. “Fly away as fast as you can and find your father. Hera has sent Ladon. This is the work of Hera!” 

			The scaly monster’s heads shrieked, a sound like hundreds of blades dragging across stone. With one quick swipe, it slashed open his mother’s throat. She said no more. 

			“Mother!” Karter screamed as blood pooled from his mother’s gashed neck onto the floor. “Mother, get up!” But she did not move. 

			This couldn’t be happening. No, this had to be a nightmare. His mother had said time and time again Hera could not hurt her, could not hurt him, as Hera had hurt Zeus’s mistresses and illegitimate children in the past, all because Karter’s father had forbidden the goddess from ever trying. Yet somehow the most terrifying monster Karter had ever seen had come into Hera’s city—although it was forbidden for monsters to invade the cities—and had made it all the way to Karter’s house, then sliced open his mother’s throat right after she’d said this was Hera’s doing. 

			The monster shrieked again. It stomped toward him. Karter swung around and bolted for his room. There was a window there. He’d jump out of it and into the street. Where he’d go next, he had no idea. 

			“Fly,” his mother had told him. “Fly away as fast as you can and find your father.”

			Karter focused on taking flight. Hot power burst in his chest, and he leapt into the air. 
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			Chapter Fifteen

			LABYRINTH
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			Now . . .

			Karter shoved Asteria away. “What in all the gods’ names are you trying to do?” The memories had flashed across his mind in an instant, the anguish they caused him stinging like an open wound. 

			“You want to forget who you are,” the Titan goddess said. “You want to become something you are not. I’m trying to help you remember, or else you will destroy yourself.”

			Karter clenched his jaw. “I don’t want to remember, can’t you see? I want to forget about Spencer and Syrena, forget about my life on Olympus. I want to forget about my mother.”

			“No, you don’t. Your past is important in shaping who you are and what you value—which I know, deep down, does not include gaining immortality like this. Not in the slightest.”

			“You’re wrong.” He balled his fists, fighting the urge to blast Asteria with gold lightning. “Those things just caused me guilt and pain—endless amounts of it. My mother died because of me. Hera killed her because I was born.”

			“Hera didn’t kill your mother because of you. She didn’t even kill your mother for anything your mother did purposefully. Zeus disguised himself before your mother and did not tell her who he really was until it was too late, and when the chance arose, Hera killed her out of jealousy. She would have killed you too had you not been able to escape.”

			“Syrena was such a good friend to me,” Karter continued, ignoring Asteria’s reasoning. “And she died because I didn’t stick up for her, because I didn’t try to save her. And Spencer . . .” A lump formed in his throat. He swallowed it down. “He died because I didn’t reach Hades fast enough.”

			“None of those things are your fault. The universe—”

			“You don’t understand,” Karter said, throwing his hands in the air. “You talk so much about fate and the universe, but you can’t see that the universe has already chosen my destiny. I’m meant to execute Diana and become a god, and I prefer it that way. That’s what I’m meant to do. That’s what I want to do.”

			Asteria stared hard at him for a long time, her eyes round with shock, then narrowed them and began backing away. “I understand, Son of Zeus. I understand now. I won’t waste my efforts helping you anymore. Farewell.” 

			Before Karter could reply, Asteria left as she always did, disintegrating into thousands of small glittering stars and floating away.

			The grass behind Karter crunched with footsteps, and he swung around to see Violet as she sauntered toward him, her hips swaying. 

			He ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath. “Violet. Hello. Why are you, uh, not sleeping?”

			“I heard you talking to yourself,” Violet said, stopping only inches before him. “It woke me up.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry.”

			She smiled and brushed some dirt from his shoulder. “Don’t be. I’m glad we can finally have some time to ourselves.”

			“Uh, what do you mean?” Karter asked, raising a brow. 

			“I’ve missed you, love.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I didn’t realize how much I missed you until I didn’t have you anymore.”

			More like until you realized I was going to be made an immortal god, Karter thought. He studied her, studied the pleasing lines of her face and the way her blonde hair fell in messy waves, then finally allowed himself to look into her eyes. Gods, she’s attractive. 

			She leaned into him and pressed her lips against his. She tasted sour, like an unripe strawberry, but Karter didn’t care. He kissed her back. 

			He thought he would have fallen in love with her after looking into her eyes, but somehow, he hadn’t. How he’d evaded her spell, he had no idea. Perhaps he was immune to it because she’d broken his heart all those years ago, or maybe it was something else. 

			Either way, it didn’t matter. He was sick of feeling rotten about himself, sick of feeling nothing but sorrow, so he kept kissing her until he forgot about everything except how warm her skin felt against his. 

			*~*~*~

			By the next evening, Zoey and the rest of the group had traveled far enough northeast that they’d reached a cliff overlooking Poseidon City, miles of forest behind them.  

			The city was huge, like the rest the group had seen, and sat atop its own cliff which overlooked a beach, ocean waves crashing against the sand. The city’s buildings were similar in structure to Aphrodite City’s and Hephaestus City’s, but their coloring had a blue-green tinge, as if they’d been submerged in the sea for thousands of years and had just recently risen from the water. Zoey could almost imagine the barnacles encrusting the buildings’ edges, and the seaweed and coral reefs populating the gardens between them. 

			Zoey had visited the ocean only once in her life, when her parents were still married. She’d been seven at the time, and her family had taken a vacation to southern California. Instead of booking a flight, they’d driven all the way from Nebraska to Cali in her dad’s little Ford Taurus, singing along to classic rock stations the whole way. They rented a pet-friendly house on the beach for a week so even their dog, Daisy, could come with. 

			She couldn’t remember the little details of what they did on that trip, but she could recall swimming in the ocean, visiting an aquarium, and eating lots of good food. However, what stood out the most about the memory was how happy her parents had been—how happy she’d been—at the time. 

			A part of her wished her mother hadn’t turned out to be such an irresponsible and vindictive woman, and that her parents had never split, not only so there would be more memories like the one in southern California to look back on, but also so that she would have never made the mistakes she did and then for years dealt with constant taunting from her peers. How much easier would life have been if at fourteen, she had never needed to scrape up enough money to pay her mother’s apartment rent?

			But then she thought of how difficult it had been for Andy to let go of the past and assume his role as one of the Chosen Two of the Prophecy, and she decided maybe things were better this way for her. Because of the way things had played out, she could easily bury the past—her greatest mistakes and horrible homelife included—and look to the future. 

			The future, she thought, biting her lip, her heart skipping with anxiety. What’s going to happen next? Will we be able to steal the Trident, to save Diana, Troy, and Marina? 

			It seemed impossible, but then again, so had Greek gods being real and her and Andy traveling into the Underworld to steal the Helm of Darkness, but those things had proved themselves to be true or had come true. 

			Beside her, Prometheus pointed to the opening of a cave at the bottom of the cliff Poseidon City resided on. “That’s the entrance to the Labyrinth.”

			“Is there something covering it, or is it just open?” Andy asked. The sight of the white feathered wings stemming from his back still startled Zoey every time she looked at him. She’d been just as shocked as him about the possibility of Asteria planting powers inside them, but it made sense when she put the pieces together in her head. Whether it would help or harm them going forward, she had no idea. 

			“It’s open,” Prometheus answered. 

			Andy scrunched his nose and peered at the Labyrinth’s entrance. “Why would the gods leave it like that? Aren’t they worried about the Minotaur getting out, or someone getting in? Doesn’t Poseidon want to protect his portal a little better than that?”

			“No one would dare to travel into the Labyrinth,” Prometheus said. “They’d get lost or eaten, and even if they managed to reach the portal, they’d die trying to get through it. Besides, the entrance is outside the city, which they aren’t allowed to leave. As far as the Minotaur goes, because of the way the Labyrinth has been built, he can’t escape either. Anyway, are you guys ready to head in?”

			“I think we should wait until after the sun sets to fly down,” Zoey replied. “If we do it at night, there’s less of a chance of anyone seeing us, since it’ll be dark and the citizens will be inside.”

			“The astynomia might still catch us, though,” Darko said. 

			“There’s less astynomia than citizens, right?” Zoey asked. The satyr nodded. “Okay, then in that case there might still be a chance we’re caught, but it’s way slimmer if most of the people who live here aren’t out, ya know? Plus, it’ll be nighttime. So, harder to see.”

			“Zoey’s right,” Kali said. “Let’s rest a little while, have some dinner, and then when everything’s dark head down there.”

			“You gonna try to fly yourself down, Bird-Boy?” Prometheus asked Andy, grinning. “Or are you gonna keep having the pegasus do it for you?”

			Andy cringed. “If you promise to never call me ‘Bird-Boy’ again, I’ll try to fly tonight.”

			Prometheus clapped Andy on the shoulder. “It’s a deal!” 

			For the next half hour, while Andy attempted flight and the pegasi grazed, the rest of the group prepared for dinner and for the journey into the Labyrinth. Darko hunted several squirrels, which Kali promptly roasted over a fire. Meanwhile, Zoey and Prometheus collected food for their trip. When dinner was ready, Kali called everyone over to eat. 

			Andy was the last to join them, hanging his head as he made his way over. He hadn’t been able to fly. He’d leapt into the air and flapped his wings, but he couldn’t coordinate himself enough to stay in the air.  

			As the sun fell completely, they gorged themselves, and soon their only light was that of the moon and stars. 

			Prometheus sighed happily, patting his stomach. “Immortals don’t have to eat to live, but I sure did get hungry being trapped up in the sky all those years. This stuff isn’t as tasty as godly grub, but food in general always tastes better when you haven’t had any for almost a century.”

			“We wouldn’t know,” Andy said. “Since, uh, we’d starve to death if we couldn’t eat for that long.”

			Zoey climbed to her feet. “Are we ready?”

			“I am,” Darko replied, hopping to his hooves, while Andy, Kali, and Prometheus stood as well. 

			“Okay then,” Zoey said. “Let’s head out.”

			The group started for the pegasi, and someone grabbed Zoey’s arm from behind. She raised an eyebrow, confused, then swung around to see it was Andy. He looked so nervous even his wings seemed to curl in on themselves.

			“Zoey—before we go, can I talk to you about something?” he asked. “Like, just you and me?”

			Zoey’s stomach churned. She already knew what this was about. “Yeah, of course.” Andy told everyone else he and Zoey were going to take a few minutes to discuss something privately, then walked farther into the trees. Zoey followed. 

			Once they’d gotten out of earshot of the others, Andy straightened his shoulders and turned to Zoey. 

			The words began spilling from his mouth. “Look, Zoey, this has been on my mind a while. I’ve thought about telling you a couple of times, but I wimped out before I could, and if something happens to me or you or both of us in Poseidon’s palace, I’m going to regret never saying it. So, I’m just gonna come out and say it.”

			Zoey looked into his eyes, her pulse quickening. 

			He sucked in a sharp breath. “I care about you, Zoey. I care about you a lot.”

			“I care about you too,” Zoey said. 

			“No,” Andy said. “I mean—yes. I know you care about me. But the way I care about you . . . I mean, when I look at you— I’ve just always thought you’re amazing, okay? I . . .”

			“You like me,” Zoey answered for him. “As in more than just a friend.”

			He ran a shaking hand through his hair. “Well, yeah. But it’s more than that. I mean— I’ve never had a girlfriend or even kissed anybody, but the way I feel about you is more than just a crush. It’s deeper than that.”

			Zoey cocked her head. “If you’ve never had a girlfriend or anything, then how do you know your feelings for me run deeper than a crush? You have nothing to compare them to.” 

			Zoey thought about the last time Andy had tried to explain how he felt toward her, how he’d thought the “rumors” going around the school about her weren’t true, and how he’d reacted when she’d asked him, What if they are true?

			“You barely even know who I am,” Zoey said. 

			Hurt flashed across his face. “What do you mean? Of course I do. You’re brave, smart, selfless, beautiful, and . . . well, you’re perfect.”

			She took a step back. “No way. I’m far from perfect. I’m only human.”

			“Well, yeah, I know that. Both of us are. But what I mean is you’re perfect to me.”

			Zoey turned away from him and crossed her arms to hug her sides. “You wouldn’t think so if you knew the truth about me.”

			“What do you mean? Yes, I would.”

			Enough is enough, Zoey thought. She couldn’t keep hiding her past; she couldn’t run from it, no matter how much it hurt. She couldn’t lie to Andy as she had last time. The time had come to face the choices she regretted. Then I can put them behind me. 

			She remembered that night so vividly: It’d been summer, and she’d been fourteen. Her mother had told her they were being kicked out of their apartment again. Zoey yelled at her mother for it, screamed that she wanted her dad. Her mother beat her for yelling—the only way her mother seemed to know how to handle problems—then left her alone with her thoughts.

			She remembered the idea she’d come up with that night. It sounded horrible. It made her skin crawl. But nothing could be worse than living on the streets again.

			She’d gone out every night that week, hidden between alleyways and shadows, in the rain and in the heat, and she’d offered herself to whatever men she could find. Two took her on the same night, at the same time. They were friends. They did so happily and without a second thought, although she was far too young. She didn’t care who they were or why they were willing to take her. All she cared about was that they gave her the money she needed, and then she gave them what they wanted.

			As she grew older, she realized she could have died doing what she did, creeping through town at night for one specific purpose. The men could have killed her easily, could have dumped her body in the middle of nowhere. For some reason, they hadn’t—and now Zoey wondered, Why not? Thoughts like this terrified her. Before the world had ended, they’d kept her up at night.

			For years she’d regretted the decision, wished every day she could take it back, especially when Jet told everyone about it. Even though it had kept her and her mother off the streets, it made her feel as though she were less, as if she were tainted. She’d tried to push it down as best she could, but here it was again, staring her straight in the face. 

			“The rumors are true,” Zoey cried, her eyes filling with tears. “I slept with guys for money. I never told anyone except Jet, and after I broke up with him, he told everybody.”

			“W-what?” Andy asked. The shock in his voice cut Zoey like a knife. 

			She continued, her voice shaking, her chest tight. “I didn’t do it because I wanted to, okay? My mom and I were gonna get kicked out of our apartment again, which we’d only moved into a few months before. We’d lived on the streets before, and I didn’t wanna do that again.”

			“Then why didn’t you go get a job or something?”

			“We only had a week before they would’ve kicked us out.”

			“But there are other ways—I mean, you could have done something else. You could have asked someone for help.”

			“I didn’t have anyone but my mom—my dad and her were divorced. He wouldn’t answer my calls. I used to think that—that it was because he abandoned me, but when we were in Deltama Village, Spencer showed me how he died, and I know now he never called me or fought for me because he died in a car crash before he had the chance.” The tears began streaming down her cheeks. “I had no other family to contact, and I was so scared. I—I didn’t know what else to do.”

			For a long time, he didn’t say anything, and Zoey cried. I did it, she thought. I admitted it. I faced it. I told him. Now he probably hates me, but so be it. This is part of who I am and I can’t change it. If he values our friendship the way I do, he will accept me for who I am, all of me.

			The trees beside them rustled, the sounds of chains clanking sounding in the air. “What in all of Tartarus is taking you two so long?” Prometheus asked, stomping toward them. 

			“We were just finishing up, actually,” Andy said. 

			Zoey wiped her eyes and shot Andy a glare. “That’s right.”

			The Titan raised his eyebrows. “Finishing up, hm? Good to hear, because we really need to hurry and go.” 

			Prometheus started back toward the rest of the group, and Zoey stalked after the Titan. Andy grabbed her arm. She paused, turning to him, hoping he’d say “I understand” or “your past doesn’t matter to me.” 

			“Zoey,” he said. “I’m sorry . . . I don’t . . .”

			That was enough for her. She shook him away. “Don’t touch me.” He didn’t try to again. Instead, he followed her and Prometheus and said nothing. 

			Zoey choked back tears, refusing to cry anymore about this. Why did she care so much about what Andy thought of her past? He was the one who’d confessed his feelings for her—not the other way around—and she’d already explained to him why she did the things she had. She’d faced her demons. She’d faced what used to keep her up at night, and if he couldn’t accept her for it, then he could consider their friendship over. She’d spent too much of her time in the past dealing with this bullshit from Jet and her classmates, and she wasn’t about to let it trickle into the new life she’d been given. 

			A pang of grief struck her as she remembered Spencer. If I had told him about my past, he wouldn’t have judged me like this, she thought. He would have understood. She’d even almost told Diana, back in Deltama Village, and at this point she knew Diana wouldn’t care about Zoey’s past either. But, like everyone else from the Before Time, Andy did. 

			“You’re perfect to me,” he’d said. At least now he knew the truth, right? At least now he could stop crushing on her, stop idealizing her.

			By the time they got back, Darko had already mounted Ajax, Kali Luna. Kali helped Zoey onto Luna’s back while Andy hopped onto Ajax, and Prometheus climbed onto Aladdin. They flew down to the beach—careful to stay out of sight—to the entrance of the Labyrinth, the only sound that of waves crashing against the shore. 

			Up close, the Labyrinth’s entrance looked a lot larger than it had when they’d been farther away, its jagged edges climbing at least twenty feet above their heads, the inside pitch-black. 

			“Can we bring the pegasi in with us?” Andy asked, jumping off Ajax. “If we can’t—well, I don’t know what we’re going to do with them.” The rest of the group followed suit, Zoey’s feet sinking into watery sand. 

			“They have to stay out here,” Prometheus replied. “There aren’t any pegasi in Poseidon’s palace, which will draw even more unnecessary attention to us if we’re seen, and they can’t wait around in the Labyrinth until we get back—it’s too dangerous. I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye.”

			Kali’s face fell. She turned to face the pegasi. “I wish you were wrong, but I know you’re not. Pegasi are creatures of the air—they’re not meant to be trapped in a Labyrinth or at the bottom of the sea.” One at a time Kali stroked the pegasi’s manes and gave them hugs, talking to them all the while, her voice strained as though she was holding back tears. “Guys—you can’t come with us in there. You need to—to fly away. Avoid monsters, and don’t get captured. Maybe, if you can find the nymphs who saved us, I’ll see you again. If not . . .” She sniffled, and tears trickled down her cheeks. “If not, then thank you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.” The pegasi’s eyes were glassy, their heads hung low. 

			Zoey came forward, then wrapped her arms around Aladdin’s neck and gave him a squeeze. He nickered and nuzzled her. Andy and Darko hugged Ajax and bid him farewell. Afterward, the three pegasi took to the sky. As they disappeared into the night, Kali wiped tears from her eyes. 

			Zoey turned toward Kali, her chest aching. Ajax and Aladdin belonged to Kali, and she’d ridden Luna everywhere they’d gone. Kali’s heart was probably broken over having to tell them goodbye without knowing if she’d ever be reunited with them.

			“We’ll see them again,” Zoey said, enveloping Kali in an embrace. “I’m sure of it.” The chief’s daughter buried her face in Zoey’s shoulder, hugging her back. 

			For a long while the group stood outside the Labyrinth, until finally Kali pulled away from Zoey. “We need to go,” she said, and the group turned toward the entrance. 

			“How are we supposed to see in there?” Darko asked. “It’s completely dark.”

			“Go in and you’ll find out,” Prometheus replied. The group exchanged curious looks, then tentatively stepped into the Labyrinth, Prometheus close behind. 

			For a few minutes they walked in complete darkness, the wet sand squelching beneath them. A cool, damp breeze wafted in from the waves, the smell of saltwater permeating the air. 

			Zoey took another step and blinding light flashed. She gasped, blinking and glancing around, the Labyrinth suddenly illuminated with hues of blue-green. 

			As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she realized what was emitting the colored light. Rectangular crystals with pointed ends, thousands of them, were encrusted on the walls and ceiling of the Labyrinth. They jutted every which way like hundreds of rows of crooked teeth glowing the color of the ocean. Where the crystal-covered walls met sandy floor, tiny seashells and strips of seaweed littered the ground. 

			Ahead of them, the Labyrinth curved, twisted, and turned in different directions, like forks in a road. When Zoey looked back, she saw only darkness. 

			“Where’d the entrance go?” she asked, a rush of panic coming over her. “Did it close in on us? Are we trapped?” 

			“No,” Prometheus replied. “Darko, the thread.” The satyr nodded and pulled the ball of thread he’d stolen from Aphrodite City out of his bag. Prometheus took it and tied the end around one of the bigger crystals near the group, making sure to quadruple-knot it. “If we went back from where we came this instant, we’d get out of here just as easily as we walked in. It’s only after we go down one of those paths”—he nodded at the forks ahead—“that we’ll lose our way, since all these chambers look the same.” 

			The Titan’s explanation gave Zoey some relief, although she still felt a bit jittery, and the group pressed forward.

			“How can Poseidon use this place to travel back and forth?” Andy asked. “How does he find his way around?”

			Darko shrugged. “He’s the one who had it rebuilt. He probably memorized the paths before using it in the first place.”

			“Even if he did get lost, he could just materialize at the entrance,” Prometheus added, unraveling the ball of string along the sand as they walked. “The point of the portal was to cut down on the power it took to transport thousands of miles from the palace, but if he had to use some energy to get himself from the center of the Labyrinth to the entrance, that wouldn’t be near as draining.”

			They walked for a long time, creeping down paths that twisted and turned, meeting dead ends and traveling through other chambers that seemed to go straight for miles. After so long, Zoey, Andy, Darko, and Kali could hardly keep their eyes open, and Prometheus offered to watch for the Minotaur while the group stopped to rest. The sand was damp, cold, and uncomfortable, but Zoey was too exhausted to care. She’d hardly slept since Andy woke from his unconscious state. She curled into a ball next to Kali, making sure to steer clear of Andy, and they slept. 

			When they finally woke, Zoey couldn’t be sure how long they’d been in the Labyrinth, but her stomach growled, her muscles weak and wobbly. They ate some roots and berries Prometheus had collected, replenishing their bodies, then continued their journey. 

			Several hours of walking passed, and Zoey noticed with each passing step the sand beneath their feet grew drier. The seashells and seaweed littering the ground were scarcer now, the smell of saltwater a distant memory. 

			As they rounded a corner, they stopped dead, spotting something that sent chills charging through Zoey’s body, goose bumps rising on her skin. A yellowed human skeleton, picked completely clean, lay sprawled on the ground here. 

			“We must be getting close to the center,” Prometheus said. “At least, a lot closer than we were before.”

			“What do you think happened to this guy?” Andy asked. “Do you think he died and decomposed here, or—”

			“I think the Minotaur got him,” the Titan replied. 

			The group pressed on, and as they traveled farther, more bones began popping up. What looked like the skeletons of fish, sharks, dolphins, humans, and other creatures Zoey couldn’t identify lay fully intact along the sand, as if in warning to anyone who dared come farther. 

			“What are those things?” Kali asked, pointing at the animal bones.

			“They’re sea creatures,” Andy said. “What I wanna know is how they got in here.”

			“Poseidon has to feed the Minotaur, I’m sure,” Prometheus said. “Animals and people most likely don’t wander in here often. He probably brought them for the monster to eat.”

			Finally, they stepped into a large chamber, the ceiling and walls curved into the shape of a dome. In the center of the chamber, an orb large enough for a pegasus to step through spun around and around, shimmering with watery blue-green shades.  

			Prometheus tied the end of the string to one of the bigger crystals in the chamber, then pointed at the orb. “That’s the portal.”

			Zoey glanced around nervously. “Where’s the Minotaur?”

			“He might be prowling around somewhere else and we could miss him altogether,” the Titan said. “Let’s count ourselves lucky and get through the portal before he comes back.”

			The rest of the group agreed and stepped toward the spinning orb. 

			“How do you plan to get us through?” Zoey asked. 

			“I’m a trickster god,” Prometheus began. “If I can disguise each of us as Poseidon well enough, the portal will never know the difference. I’ll start with you and Andy, and once you’re through the portal I’ll transform Darko and Kali, then me, and we’ll follow you in. Since these chains have weakened my powers quite a bit, the disguises won’t last long without me touching you, so you can’t waste any time hesitating to go through the portal. Is everyone ready?” 

			“As ready as we’ll ever be for this, I think,” Zoey said, and Andy nodded. The pack holding the Helm was slung over his back. He grasped the handle of the sword at his side with one hand and offered the other to Zoey. She refused it and avoided looking at him.

			Prometheus stepped forward and rested his burly hands on Zoey’s and Andy’s shoulders, then closed his eyes. Zoey took a few deep breaths, preparing herself for the task at hand, waiting for the Titan to transform them. 

			A guttural roar sounded from behind, so loud it shook the cavern. Zoey’s stomach clenched, and she swung around. 

			A hairy, olive-skinned man dressed in rags who was taller, wider, and more muscular than even Prometheus stood at the cavern’s entrance. He had the head of a black-furred bull, with ivory horns over two feet long branching from his skull. His eyes glowed a menacing green, and his teeth were as sharp and long as a saber-tooth tiger’s, strings of snot hanging from his wide snout. 

			Zoey’s breath caught in her throat as the Minotaur roared, charging straight for the group. 
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			Darko seized one of the only two arrows from his quiver and loosed it with his bow. The arrow pierced the creature in the shoulder, and he fell back, bellowing. The group rushed forward, Zoey drawing her axe, her heart racing. Andy unsheathed his sword, Kali brandished her dagger, and Prometheus readied his chains.

			The monster advanced for Darko. The satyr loosed his second and last arrow. It pierced the Minotaur in his thigh. The creature roared, spit flying from his lips, but the attack wasn’t enough to stop him. He came headfirst at Darko as if to skewer the satyr with his horns. Darko galloped frantically to the side, avoiding the monster by inches. The Minotaur slammed into a wall. Upon impact, the cavern shook. He ripped his head back to face the group and crystals went flying. 

			Andy ran in front of everyone and waved his sword. “Hey, you ugly freak, come and get me!” The Minotaur huffed and charged. At the last minute, Andy swung his sword, but the creature seemed to have anticipated this. He darted backward before the weapon could slice him, then kicked Andy’s blade to the side. 

			The Minotaur advanced on Andy, ready to impale the boy, but before he could, Prometheus lassoed his chains around the monster’s neck, then tugged the creature backward. The Minotaur roared, grappling with the links, and to Zoey’s surprise, their metal snapped, the monster free. The Minotaur snarled, bounding for Andy. 

			“Andy!” Zoey screamed, rushing toward them. As mad as she was, if any harm came to him . . .

			Andy somersaulted out of the way and seized his blade. The Minotaur rammed into another wall, cramming his horns between crystals and shaking the cavern so much Zoey stumbled to the side. 

			Kali dashed ahead of Zoey, and in the few moments the Minotaur struggled to free himself from the wall, she jumped onto his back and plunged her dagger into his neck. She twisted the blade and he roared, throwing his head back. Crystals went flying across the cavern, and so did Kali, who smashed into the sandy floor. Darko rushed to her aid. 

			Zoey bolted toward the creature, axe held high. She focused every bit of strength she had, and when she reached the Minotaur, she swung the weapon at his chest. The blade cut deep. The monster roared. She tried to wrench the axe from his body, but he backhanded her cheek. Pain racked her body as she hit the ground, her head spinning. 

			Before she could stand, something climbed onto her and pressed her down, the weight of it so heavy she couldn’t breathe. It’s the Minotaur, she thought, panic flooding her senses. He’s going to crush me. 

			“Get off her!” Andy shouted. 

			The sound of a blade gashing through flesh and bone filled Zoey’s ears, and the Minotaur bellowed and released her. She caught her breath and rolled over to see Andy as he ripped his sword from the monster’s back. Blood seeped from the creature’s wounds, but still he stood. For a moment he wavered as though he might collapse, but instead he turned around and slapped Andy’s weapon aside. The Minotaur grabbed Andy by the throat and lifted him up off the ground. 

			Prometheus came running, slamming his body into the Minotaur’s side. The collision knocked Andy from the creature’s grasp, and Andy tumbled to the ground. Prometheus and the monster hurtled into the sand. Zoey scrambled backward, trying to stay out of their way as they wrestled. Within seconds Prometheus gained the upper hand. He straddled the Minotaur and wrapped what remained of his chains around the creature’s neck. 

			The Minotaur roared, throwing his head back and then thrusting it upward, piercing his horns through Prometheus’s chest. Prometheus cried out, his muscles bulging, veins popping out of his arms, but even with the creature’s horns stuck straight through him, he didn’t give up. With his massive hands, he tightened the chains around the Minotaur’s neck and tugged hard. With his legs, he kept the monster bound against the floor. 

			Soon the Minotaur began gasping for air. He writhed under Prometheus, but Prometheus wouldn’t let go. Moments passed, and finally the monster fell limp. 

			Prometheus pulled himself up and off the horns and collapsed next to the creature. His breaths were shallow, his skin paling. Fluid like molten gold oozed from his injuries and from the corners of his mouth. Zoey rushed to his side, the rest of the group close behind her. 

			“I’m about . . . to die,” Prometheus said, coughing. “Obviously, I’ll regenerate—so don’t worry about it. But I can’t go into Poseidon’s palace with you. There isn’t enough time.”

			“Will you find us later on?” Zoey asked. 

			Prometheus gave her a slow nod. “I’ll—try.”

			“Do you still have enough strength to transform us?” Andy asked. “So we can go through the portal?”

			Prometheus reached out. “Take my hands. Zoey and Andy first—then Darko and Kali. I can—get you in. Use the—the submarine to get out.”

			Zoey nodded and placed her hand in the Titan’s. Andy did the same. Prometheus closed his eyes, and soon Zoey felt as if she were heating up from the inside. She felt her skin stretch, heard her bones crack, and when she glanced at Andy next, his wings had disappeared, and he didn’t look like himself anymore. 

			Instead, he was a seven-foot-tall bodybuilder of a man clothed in white robes, with a silver hair and beard, his skin the same blue-green color as the crystals in the Labyrinth. From the shocked expression he gave her, her appearance must have changed too. 

			Prometheus let them go. “The disguise is complete. Now go—before it fades off. I’ll send the—the other two after you.” 

			“Thank you for everything, Prometheus,” Andy said. 

			“Don’t let—my g-granddaughter—down,” Prometheus croaked. “Don’t let—me down.”

			A lump formed in Zoey’s throat. “We’ll do our best.”

			Andy offered Zoey his hand, and this time she took it. Angry with him or not, she had no idea what awaited them next, and without a guide like they’d had in Hades, they’d be even more vulnerable to the threats coming their way. Right now he needed her, and she needed him. 

			Together, they stepped toward the orb, and Zoey braced herself. Would the disguise work, or would they die the moment they touched the portal? There was only one way to find out. 

			She jumped into the portal, pulling Andy with her. 

			Immediately she felt as if they’d been transported to the bottom of the ocean. They were engulfed by freezing blue-black water, the salty liquid flooding her mouth and nostrils and stinging her eyes. They began whirling around and around and around. She screamed but there was no noise, only bubbles flittering from her lips, her lungs losing oxygen with every passing second. She held tight to Andy’s hand, and he squeezed hers, as if trying to reassure her he was still there. 

			Suddenly she slammed face-first into something hard. She rolled over and groaned, stars dancing in her vision, her head spinning. Oddly enough, the air was dry, and she was dry—other than her hand, which still clung to Andy’s and was slippery with sweat. When her vision finally cleared, she let go of Andy, sat up, and looked over at him. He sat up as well. His disguise had already faded away, and she assumed hers had too. Good thing we left when we did, she thought. Or else the portal would have probably killed us. 

			She glanced around to find they were in a large empty dome-shaped room, its walls and floor made of pure gold. Behind them, a watery blue orb spun and glowed, acting as the room’s only light source. The other side of the portal, Zoey thought. That must be where we came through. 

			The orb stopped spinning and made a noise like a sigh. Darko and Kali, complete with Prometheus’s disguises, shot from the portal and crashed into the floor. They groaned, glancing up at Zoey and Andy, their appearances already morphing back to normal. 

			“Are we there yet?” Darko asked, every word spoken echoing off the walls. 

			Andy climbed to his feet. “Seems like it. Now we just have to steal the Trident and get outta here.”

			Kali rubbed the back of her head. “Any ideas for where it could be?”

			“It’s most definitely with Poseidon,” Zoey replied. “I don’t think he’d just leave it lying somewhere random.”

			“Probably not,” Darko said. 

			The group gathered their composure and made their way to the room’s only door. Kali opened it, and the group walked into a hallway devoid of anyone else. It sprawled longer than a football field on either side of them and was dimly lit with clusters of glowing crystals similar to the ones in the Labyrinth hanging from the ceiling, its floor made of golden tiles, cold and smooth to the touch. The walls were lined with marble pillars, statues of gods, and dozens more doors—one bigger than all the rest residing on the far-right side of the hall. 

			“I’m gonna take a wild guess and say that could be a good place to start searching,” Andy whispered, pointing at the largest door. “Maybe it’s Poseidon’s room?”

			Zoey began tiptoeing toward it. “Let’s find out.” The group crept down the hall as quietly as they could. Darko’s hooves clapping against the tiles made the most noise, but Zoey didn’t think it was enough to alert anyone of their arrival. Once they reached the door, they opened it and slipped inside. 

			This room was the size of a gym, the tall seafoam-colored walls decorated with tree-sized coral structures and glowing clusters of crystals. From the ceiling hung a chandelier adorned with dangling pearls and seashells. Like the hall outside, the floor’s tiles were golden, which matched the canopied bed at the far end of the room. 

			From behind the bed’s canopy, someone was snoring so loudly and obnoxiously it reminded Zoey of an elephant trumpeting. Something glittered in the corner of her vision, next to the bed, and Zoey peered closer.

			Beside the bed and held by a golden stand there stood a bronze three-pronged trident, shiny jewels and pearls encrusted on the handle. Much like the Helm, it emanated ancient power as though it were a god itself. Zoey grinned. It had to be Poseidon’s Trident!

			Zoey gestured at her companions to catch their attention, then pointed at the Trident. When they spotted it, their eyes grew wide. 

			“Kali and Darko,” Zoey whispered. “You watch the door while Andy and I grab the Trident.” They nodded to her plan. 

			Zoey held her breath as she and Andy tiptoed toward the Trident. If they were in Poseidon’s bedroom—and if the Sea God was the person snoring behind the canopy—they needed to be as quiet as possible. 

			Once they’d crept to the Trident’s side, Andy wrapped his hands around the object of power, and Zoey prepared to help him in case he couldn’t pick it up by himself. However, to Zoey’s surprise, he pulled it from its stand easily despite the fact it was as tall as him. 

			When they turned around to leave, Zoey caught a glimpse through a slit in the canopy of a silver-haired man with blue skin. He looked identical to the disguises Prometheus had concocted for the group. He was snoring, golden blankets pulled up to his chin. 

			That’s definitely Poseidon, Zoey thought. Beside Poseidon slept a pretty woman with sea-green skin and pin-straight black locks fanned out around her head.

			Zoey and Andy snuck back to Darko and Kali. Together, the group slipped out of the room and into the hallway, then gently closed the door behind them. 

			Darko gestured toward the door at the opposite end of the hall. “Most of these rooms are probably just more bedchambers,” he whispered. “The one at the end of the hall—that’s our best bet for escape.” 

			They hurried down the hall, toward the door Darko suggested. Suddenly, its knob turned. Zoey and Andy bolted behind a pillar, while Darko and Kali dashed behind a statue. 

			“Andy, the Helm,” Zoey whispered in panic. “Put it on so they can’t see you.” He nodded and shoved the Trident into Zoey’s hand. Thankfully, the object was lighter than she expected, and she didn’t drop it. She thought it would weigh a ton, but it weighed no more than the axe at her belt. 

			Andy hurriedly pulled the Helm from his pack and tugged it over his head. Immediately he disappeared. He grabbed the Trident from Zoey. It vanished with him, and relief flooded her. 

			The door creaked open. The sound of shoes clacking against tiles echoed through the air. The sounds grew closer, then abruptly stopped. 

			Zoey’s heart pounded. She slowly turned her head. A beautiful woman standing over six feet tall stared sideways at Zoey with a puzzled look on her face. She wore a cream dress that reached the floor, her skin a sea-green, her irises the color of amethysts. A crown made of pearls and seashells sat atop her head, matching jewelry circling her throat and wrists. Her curly white hair was pinned in an extravagant updo. 

			Zoey gulped and gave the woman a little wave. “Uh, hi.”

			The woman crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes into slits. “Who are you, and what do you think you’re doing scampering about my palace?” She talked dramatically, putting emphasis on tons of her words. 

			“Your palace?” Zoey squeaked, shrinking back. 

			“Yes, my palace. Haven’t you any idea who I am? Amphitrite, Goddess of the Sea and Wife of Poseidon?”

			An idea crossed Zoey’s mind. She focused on what she could say to get Amphitrite to leave them alone. Her throat began to tingle. She put her hand to her heart, feigning shock. “Wait, you’re Amphitrite? I apologize, I’m just a lowly maid. Pretty new, only worked here a century or so.”

			Amphitrite’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, I see now. For a moment you almost looked like a mortal. But no, you couldn’t be. Your divine essence is unmistakable.”

			“Oh, uh— Yeah, of course,” Zoey said, confused and unsure of what the goddess meant. “Anyway, I just finished cleaning Poseidon’s bedchamber—and I could’ve sworn the lady sleeping next to him right now was his wife.” 

			Amphitrite’s jaw dropped. She shot the door to Poseidon’s room a glare, clenching her fists until her knuckles turned white. 

			“I’ve thought she was his wife the whole time I’ve worked here, actually,” Zoey continued, throat still tingling. “Since every time I go in there, I see her. They seem to spend a lot of time together.”

			Amphitrite didn’t say another word to Zoey. Instead, she stomped down the hall toward Poseidon’s room, snarling under her breath about “that floozy of a Nereid.” 

			Amphitrite threw open the door and stalked in, immediately screaming in her exaggerated way at Poseidon and the woman, but the group didn’t waste any time to wait and see what happened next. They sprinted down the hall, then burst through the door and into the next section of the palace. Andy kept the Helm on so he stayed invisible, but Zoey could hear his feet pounding against the floor beside her as they ran. 

			The chamber they hurried through now had to be a dining hall, because it was even bigger and more open than Poseidon and Amphitrite’s bedchamber, with rows of tables and chairs perfect for a feast. Pillars, crystals, and coral structures lined the walls, a chandelier much like the one in Poseidon’s room hanging from the ceiling. 

			They rushed out the other end of the dining room, then careened down more halls that twisted every which way, looking for any sign of water and an exit so they could activate the Pocket-Sized Submarine and escape. As the group flew past several more chambers, Zoey thought she caught a glimpse of some other women lounging about, some working, but the group moved too fast for anyone to notice them. 

			Finally, the group reached what had to be the throne room, its wide walls lined with crystals, coral, and marble statues. The room’s high, arched ceiling stretched to fifty feet tall. A long rug woven from seaweed led down the center of the room to a dais, where two pure-gold thrones adorned with jewels and pearls in swirling patterns sat. At the other side of the room, a massive set of golden doors beckoned the group. 

			“Is that the entrance?” Kali asked as she pointed at the doors, panting.

			Zoey held her side, which ached from all the running. “Has to be,” she replied, and the group hastened toward them. Together, they shoved open one of the doors and stumbled outside, then stopped dead at what they saw next. 

			A flight of marble steps led down into a dark courtyard bigger than a stadium and lit only by clusters of the same glowing crystals they’d seen throughout the palace and in the Labyrinth. There were paths winding in multiple directions, fountains trickling into ponds, and gardens full of flowers. Women with different shades of blue and green skin who were dressed like Amphitrite—Zoey assumed they were goddesses or maybe ocean nymphs of some kind—walked along the paths and congregated around the ponds, laughing and talking without a care in the world. 

			However, the courtyard itself didn’t shock Zoey. It wasn’t surprising; it belonged outside a palace. What shocked her was what sprawled for miles beyond. 

			A dome which looked as if it was made of glass encased the palace and courtyard, as though preserving it inside a giant pocket of air. Outside the dome there was blue-black ocean, with valleys and canyons of rock extending for miles. Inside the mountainous structures, millions more crystals glowed, illuminating houses which looked as if they’d been carved into the rocks. Creatures with the heads and torsos of men, but who had fish tails instead of legs, swam in between the buildings alongside large toothy sharks.

			Beside Zoey, Andy asked, “Are those . . . mermaids? Er, mermen?”

			“I think they might be the sons of Triton by the Nereids,” Darko said. “Amphitrite is technically a Nereid, and I think all these other ladies are too.” He gestured at the women in the courtyard. “If I remember correctly, Triton is a child of Poseidon and Amphitrite. The astynomia don’t learn a lot about him because he’s a minor god compared to his father, but instead of legs he has the tail of a fish, and so do all his sons.”

			“Well, I’m calling them mermen,” Andy said. 

			“What do we do next?” Kali asked. “How are we supposed to get through that?” She pointed at the dome. 

			“The Trident is one of the most powerful magical items in existence,” Zoey began. “And it can cause earthquakes and control the oceans and all that. It’s gotta be strong enough to break the glass of the dome. What if we used the Trident to crack it? Water would start filling this place like a bathtub, and we could let the Pocket-Sized Submarine grow and climb into it before the whole place floods.”

			“I don’t think they’re going to let us just waltz in and break their dome,” Darko said, gesturing at the Nereids in the courtyard. 

			“Do you have a better plan?” Zoey asked. 

			The satyr shook his head. “Not really.”

			“Sounds like that’s what we’re doing, then,” Andy said, still invisible. “Let’s go.” They started down the marble stairs. 

			Rumbles like cracks of thunder sounded in the air, and the ground began to tremble. The Nereids in the courtyard shrieked. Zoey yelped, stumbling, trying not to lose her footing. Ahead there was a thud, and Andy reappeared. He tumbled down the stairs, the Helm flying off his head.

			“Andy!” Zoey cried. 

			He landed at the bottom of the flight, the Trident still in hand, then turned and gave Zoey a quick thumbs-up. “I’m okay,” he said. 

			The Helm stopped rolling ten feet ahead of him, bouncing up and down as the ground shook. A collective gasp sounded through the courtyard. The Nereids had stopped walking and talking and laughing, now staring at Andy and the rest of the group in shock. 

			From somewhere inside the palace, a man bellowed. It was a sound so loud and angry and ancient it sounded as though it could swallow entire continents. 

			“Where is my Trident?” 
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			Chapter Seventeen

			CETUS
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			Zoey’s stomach clenched. 

			She glanced over her shoulder to find no one was behind them, but the man’s voice echoed across the courtyard. Zoey, Darko, and Kali leapt down the last several stairs. 

			“We have to hurry,” Zoey said.

			The Nereids in the courtyard drew knives from their skirts and stalked toward the group, their delicate features twisting from shock to fury. There had to be at least fifteen of them. 

			“It’s the traitors who put Hades and Persephone in Tartarus,” one said, her voice far too sweet for the horrible expression on her face and the sharp blade in her hand. “Get the Helm and the Trident back and kill these intruders.”

			Darko clopped ahead and grabbed the Helm before the Nereids could, while Andy scrambled to his feet and charged for them, brandishing the Trident. “Stay back! I know how to use this!”

			He slammed the base of the Trident down, and to Zoey’s surprise, the force shook the ground beneath the Nereids like an earthquake, sending them screeching and falling backward. Andy glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the group, his lips in the shape of an O as though he hadn’t meant to do that. 

			“Where is my Trident?” Poseidon boomed again from inside the palace. It seemed as if his voice was getting closer. 

			Zoey seized the Pocket-Sized Submarine from her robes. “Andy, break a hole in the dome. We have to activate the submarine and get out of here!”

			The group dashed pell-mell to the left side of the courtyard, toward the closest wall of the glass dome, darting around clusters of glowing crystals, the earth beneath them trembling still. The Nereids climbed to their feet and stumbled after. 

			Within minutes the group reached the glass. A brown-haired merman swam down to stare at them curiously, but when Andy reared back the Trident as though he were about to bat a home run, the merman’s expression morphed into one of terror and he splashed away. 

			With a yell, Andy slammed the Trident’s prongs against the glass. The dome cracked in all directions from the point where Andy hit it, until stopping twenty feet above their heads. 

			Frigid ocean water began spilling into the courtyard and over Zoey’s bare feet. The water felt like icicles stabbing her skin, but she refused to waver. She threw the Pocket-Sized Submarine into the liquid and hurried backward. “Give it space to grow,” she told the others, and they backed away with her, the water pooling around their calves. 

			Behind them, the Nereids snarled in rage. The group swung around to see the nymphs racing toward them, blades ready. Andy ran forward and splashed the base of the Trident through the water and against the ground, sending shudders so powerful through the earth and liquid the nymphs went toppling back. 

			The glass dome made a sound like a groan, and Zoey turned to see it fracturing farther and farther in all directions, the ocean shooting violently through its cracks. The Pocket-Sized Submarine was unfolding itself like bronze paper. With each passing second it grew larger, taking form, tipping back and forth as the water continued to spill into the courtyard. 

			“Where is my Trident?” Poseidon roared from inside the palace, this time louder than any other. A monstrous boom sounded, and the golden entryway doors flew off their hinges and down the staircase, then crashed into a fountain. 

			Poseidon came bounding down the stairs, Amphitrite at his side. His white robes billowed behind him, each step shaking the courtyard. Even from this far away, the god possessed a commanding presence, ancient power more potent than that of the Helm’s and the Trident’s emanating from him now that he was awake and upset.

			The Nereids ran toward him when they saw him. “We tried to stop them, good Lord of the Seas, we tried,” they cried over and over. “It’s the traitors, the traitors who stole the Helm of Darkness from King Hades. They have taken your Trident.” 

			Poseidon waved a hand dismissively at the Nereids as he reached the bottom of the steps, then turned to the group and glowered. “How dare you steal from the gods,” he boomed. “You will pay with your lives for this. I do not care if my brother wanted to keep you alive before. Doing so is pure idiocy. This ends now.”

			Zoey walked backward toward the Pocket-Sized Submarine, the icy liquid tugging at her waist, her legs numb. By this time, it was the size of a small car and was shaped like an elongated oval with a flat top and bottom, three circular windows on each side and one in the front and rear. What appeared to be rotors attached to its back and underside unfolded themselves, a door on the side closest to Zoey popping open. Inside, a few lightbulbs flickered on to reveal compartments, spinning gears and cogs, and five seats: two in the front, three in the back.

			The glass dome groaned again, fracturing even more, a waterfall of ocean tumbling down. 

			“Get in!” Zoey shouted, saltwater pelting her in the face. She coughed and spluttered. “Get into the submarine!” 

			The group wasted no time. Kali clambered in first, then kneeled at the door and pulled Zoey and Darko out of the water and into the sub. They scrambled toward the back, cold water dripping off them and onto the smooth metallic floor. Outside, Andy shoved the Trident into the sub. He began climbing in, but Kali grabbed him under the arms and heaved him up before he could finish. 

			“Do we have everything?” Kali asked, putting her hand on the door once Andy was safely inside. “The Helm, the Trident?”

			Zoey quickly glanced around. The Helm was secure under Darko’s arm, and the Trident lay beside Andy. “Yes,” she said. Kali slammed the door shut and sealed it. From the rear window, Zoey could see Poseidon as he charged toward them. He waved his arms, parting the water as he advanced. 

			The dome groaned, this time louder than any other, and Zoey watched through the front and side windows as cracks spread farther and farther across the glass until a colossal chunk broke away and plummeted into the water beside them. Angry ocean whirled up and around the submarine, sending them spinning. The force tossed them against the walls. They screamed. When the sub finally slowed to a stop, Zoey’s stomach still churning, all that was visible outside was blue-black water and the blurred outline of glowing crystals, glass fragments swirling around. 

			Andy clambered to the front of the submarine. He jumped into the driver’s seat, a nautical-styled steering wheel in front of it. There was a dashboard of buttons and levers beside the wheel and two pedals under his feet. 

			“You think you know how to drive this thing?” Zoey asked. 

			“I don’t,” Andy said, pounding the buttons. A pair of headlights flashed on, illuminating Poseidon’s palace before them. It was completely submerged in water now. “But I have a driver’s license, and I used to play a lot of video games. I’ll figure it out.”

			Zoey scrambled past Darko and Kali and into the seat next to Andy. She looked over the dashboard, panic brewing in her chest. “And how exactly does playing a lot of video games help you drive a magical submarine?”

			“Like this,” Andy said, pulling the lever closest to the wheel all the way down and pressing on one of the pedals. The submarine sped forward. Andy grabbed the steering wheel and spun it to the right. The submarine flung around. He slammed his foot on the pedal, and they shot through the water straight ahead. 

			Zoey peered into the blue-black abyss, catching glimpses of broken glass, mermen, sharks, and rocks as they flashed in all directions. “I think we lost Poseidon.”

			“Uh, we didn’t, actually,” Darko said at the rear end of the sub, his tone laced with fear. “He’s right behind us.” Zoey looked back to see the sea god, his face contorted with rage, as he darted through the water like a fish. 

			“Does this thing go any faster?” Zoey cried. Andy pressed his foot down harder on the pedal, and the submarine sped up. 

			“Is he gone?” Andy asked a few minutes later. “I think this is the fastest it goes.”

			Zoey looked back again. She guessed they had to be going over a hundred miles per hour, zigzagging through the canyons and valleys, but within moments Poseidon was visible in the rear window. “He’s catching up,” Zoey said. 

			“We don’t have any other options left,” Andy said, tensing. “We have to fight.”

			“Do you think we’re ready?” Zoey asked, then took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart as the realization hit her. It didn’t matter if they were ready. Whether they were or not, Poseidon wasn’t going to let them go. 

			Andy tugged the wheel back, and the sub tipped upward. They raced toward the surface, Poseidon swimming behind. “Eventually we’re going to have to battle a whole pantheon of gods if we wanna save Diana and the twins. If we wanna save the world. Besides, we have the Helm, the Trident, and ourselves.” Zoey swallowed hard. She understood what Andy meant.

			While they traveled, Kali opened the compartments on the upper sides of the sub. Sheathed weapons—spears, swords, daggers, and a bow and quivers of arrows—fell out from them. “Lucky for us, Marina and Troy must have been paranoid,” she said. 

			After about ten minutes, the submarine broke the surface. Up here the sun was hidden behind gray clouds, rain drizzling down. Kali grabbed the spear she’d found, while Darko slung a quiver of arrows over his back and readied his bow, Andy picking up the Trident. 

			Zoey made sure her dagger and axe were secure at her belt, then pulled the Helm over her head, chills passing through her as she disappeared. She was terrified, more terrified even than when she’d been at the edge of Tartarus. They’d never battled a god as powerful as Poseidon. In fact, the only god they’d ever fought was Persephone, and they wouldn’t have been able to survive the encounter without Karter’s help. Zoey didn’t know what to expect. She had no idea if they could win this. 

			Andy opened a door on the roof of the sub and climbed out. Darko went next, then Kali, then Zoey. When Zoey stepped onto the top of the sub, she readied her axe. The group situated themselves back-to-back then, staring out at thousands of miles of ocean, preparing for a showdown with the God of the Sea. 

			They waited. 

			And waited. 

			And waited. 

			But nothing happened. 

			Darko lowered his bow. “Where is he? He was right behind us.”

			As if in reply to Darko’s question, something burst from the water hundreds of feet away. Waves crashed toward the submarine and tipped it back and forth, nearly sending the group toppling into the ocean. Zoey yelped, dropping her axe into the water as they stumbled to their knees, holding onto each other so they wouldn’t fall. 

			A shadow passed over them, and Zoey looked up to see what it was. Any shred of hope she may have had for victory dissolved the instant she laid eyes on it. 

			Before them rose the largest creature she’d ever seen. It looked like a snake with pointy fins extending all the way down its back, its eyes yellow, its scales silver. Its head alone was the size of a bus, a long tail thrashing behind it for as far as she could see. Bloody fish guts were stuck between its sharp teeth, each one long enough to shish-kebab everyone standing on the submarine. 

			Atop the creature’s head kneeled Poseidon, another young man Zoey hadn’t seen yet sitting next to the god. He had a shock of curly white hair, skin the same shade as Poseidon’s, and a navy-colored fish tail instead of legs, a large twisting seashell in hand. That must be Triton, Zoey thought. Son of Poseidon and Amphitrite. 

			Zoey stood up straight, trying not to succumb to her fear. Was her father watching over her? What about Spencer? If they were, could they protect her now? Give her strength?

			She knew one thing: if this was the end, at least she’d go down fighting for humanity alongside people she cared about. 

			“Greetings, traitors,” Poseidon said, his booming voice reverberating through the air. “Allow me to make this simple for you. Hand over the objects of power you have stolen, and I will ensure your deaths are swift and painless. If not, you will suffer greatly and die slowly and horribly.”

			No one said anything, but Andy brandished the Trident at Poseidon. Zoey shot the boy a wide-eyed look; his expression was determined, but it twitched as if fear was threatening to overcome him at any moment. 

			Poseidon sneered, and the sea-serpent monster inched closer to the group. “Your attempt to remain brave is commendable, and if you’re as idiotic as you look, you might even think you have a chance to survive. However, against me, my son Triton, and the Trojan Cetus”—he gestured at the sea monster—“a creature so strong only Heracles has been able to defeat it, I can assure you that you have no chance. Stand down.”

			Andy spread his feet and crouched down. His wings unfolded and extended far above his head, and he leapt into the air and flapped them furiously. He flew without wavering—higher and higher—until he was eye level with the Sea God. The Trojan Cetus hissed.

			Poseidon drew back a little, staring at Andy as if he’d seen the boy before and was trying to place from where. “It cannot be. This—this is impossible. You faded away centuries ago. Anteros?”

			Now it was Andy’s turn to look confused. “Wait, what? I’m not Anteros.”

			“You are not,” Triton piped up. His voice was softer than his father’s, more boyish. “And yet, you must be. I met you before. You do not look exactly as you did—you look like a mortal now—but your divine essence is unmistakable.”

			Zoey remembered what Amphitrite had said to her in the hall earlier: “For a moment you almost looked like a mortal. But no, you couldn’t be. Your divine essence is unmistakable.”

			Then she thought of the question she’d asked the Fates the first time she met them: “Why are our threads of life so special? You said they turned white and started to glow, but what does that mean?”

			“We cannot say,” they’d said. “In time, you will discover it for yourself.”

			The realization hit Zoey like a truck. 

			She ripped the Helm off her head. “Andy, that’s it!” she yelled. He looked down at her. “No god is trying to give us powers. We had powers all along, but they only started to come back after you touched the statue and then me. Somehow, we must be gods, but in mortal form. We are Anteros and Calliope—that’s why you were so drawn to the statue and why when we died in the Storm, our life threads turned white and started to glow.”

			Poseidon turned to Zoey. “Calliope? But how . . . If both of you faded away, then why would you try to usurp the gods for humanity? They are the very reason you . . .” He trailed off, then shook his head. “It is no matter. This does not change the fact that you are both traitors. It does not change the prophecy foretold, nor the fact that you conspired against the gods. You must be killed.”

			Poseidon dove off one side of the Trojan Cetus, the side closest to Andy, waving his arms in circular motions as he came down. The water beneath him swirled up toward him. He did a flip, the spinning water swishing into a tsunami wave. The wave paused, suspended midair. Poseidon landed on the liquid as if it were solid. Upon impact it rippled within itself but kept its shape. 

			The Lord of the Seas looked to Triton and the Trojan Cetus. “My son, I task you with retrieving the Helm of Darkness while I take back my Trident. And Cetus”—the sea monster turned to Poseidon—“you may have the mortal girl and the satyr aiding Anteros and Calliope. Only after the Trident and the Helm are safe with me may you take them as well.” 

			The Trojan Cetus nodded, licking its teeth with a forked tongue the color of ash. Poseidon faced Andy and raised his arms. The tsunami wave shot up at lightning speed, lifting the god with it, straight for Andy. 

			Triton leapt off the sea monster and splashed into the water, then swam toward Zoey like a shark stalking its prey. Crap! she thought, tugging the Helm over her head and disappearing. She ripped the dagger from her belt. Why’d I take this off in the first place? 

			Darko loosed an arrow at the god. It pierced him where neck met shoulder. He stopped, screaming in pain, golden blood trickling into the water. 

			The assault only bought them seconds. Triton raised the large twisting seashell to his lips and blew into it. A sound like a car horn trumpeted across the sky, and a crack of thunder split the clouds above. The ocean pushed the submarine back and forth, the rain beginning to teem. 

			Darko and Kali were pitched off the sub. Zoey cried out, slipping off the edge. Freezing saltwater swarmed her. It stung her eyes and filled her nose and mouth. 

			Someone took hold of her arm, the arm without a hand, and pulled her up. She blinked and spluttered and gasped. Her vision was blurry, drenched curls stuck to her face, but she could tell it was Triton. With one hand the god held her, and with the other, he seized the Helm off her head, taking it for himself. 

			Triton shoved Zoey deep underneath the surface. She paddled, swimming up, but he kicked her down with his tail. The knife, she remembered, bubbles flying from her lips as air escaped her lungs. I still have the knife. 

			Triton brought his tail down at her again, as if to push her farther beneath. She clenched her hand around the dagger, mustering every bit of strength she had, and slashed his tail with the blade. He squirmed and she wrenched it out, then thrashed again blindly. She felt the dagger rip through something rigid and textured, as though it was tearing through Triton’s scales and the flesh beneath. 

			His tail kicked frantically. Golden liquid clouded the water. Zoey paddled out of the way and toward the surface. 

			She flung her head out of the water and gulped several deep breaths. She did her best to rub the liquid out of her eyes so she could see, the ocean churning. Twenty feet to the right, Kali tugged a spear from the center of Triton’s back, Darko splashing nearby. The god went still and floated belly-up. 

			The waters calmed the moment Triton “died,” the rain lessening into a drizzle, but Zoey’s stomach fell. In all the chaos of fighting him, she’d forgotten he’d taken the Helm of Darkness from her. What if Triton dropped it and it was sinking to the bottom of the ocean right now? “Darko,” she called. “Kali! The Helm . . .” Darko lifted his arm to reveal he had the Helm in hand, and Zoey breathed a sigh of relief.

			A shadow came over them, a hiss sounding from the left. Zoey turned to see the Trojan Cetus slithering through the water toward her, raising its head high above the surface, its forked tongue flicking across its teeth. 

			In that moment, Zoey froze. She felt as if time itself stood still. Fighting Triton had been difficult enough—she’d almost drowned doing it—and she hadn’t even been the one to kill him in the end. That was Kali’s doing. All she had for a weapon was this knife, and she was missing her dominant hand. Not to mention she was in the middle of the ocean sitting before a gigantic ancient sea monster. She didn’t stand a chance—not any at all. 

			Why should she try? She’d tried to get the Helm from Persephone in Tartarus, and it had ended in losing her hand. She’d tried to save Karter in Hephaestus City, and it had ended in getting everyone captured. Why would this be any different? 

			The monster reared back as if ready to strike, and Zoey caught a glimpse of Andy in the distance, fluttering through the sky, Trident in hand. Poseidon rode the tsunami wave, wielding ropes of water and lashing Andy with them, over and over. Andy used the Trident to block the assaults, but he seemed to be growing tired. He wavered. It looked as if he might finally fall. 

			“You leave her alone!” Kali yelled, and Zoey looked up. A spear soared for the sea monster. The weapon bounced off the creature’s head, not a scratch made. The Trojan Cetus turned its attention to Kali, hissing all the while. 

			Andy is fighting a god by himself, Zoey thought. And Kali made a last-ditch effort to get the monster’s attention off you. And you can’t even try to fight this thing?

			It was then that time started again. Suddenly the fact that Zoey had barely been able to survive the fight with Triton didn’t matter. The fact that she’d not been the one to kill him didn’t matter; the fact that all she had was a knife for a weapon didn’t matter. Her missing dominant hand didn’t matter. 

			Fate had chosen her to overcome all odds. She’d fallen in the face of adversity, and now she chose to rise again. 

			Zoey loosened her grip on the dagger and let it sink. A crazy idea crossed her mind, a thought so insane it might not work. But that didn’t matter. She had to try. 

			She focused on the Trojan Cetus, focused on talking it out of serving Poseidon, focused on talking it out of eating her and her friends. 

			Her throat began to tingle. 

			“Trojan Cetus,” she said. Her voice sounded commanding and powerful, like how she would imagine a great goddess to speak. The monster turned to her. She thought she saw a flicker of surprise in its yellow gaze. 

			“Has Poseidon really diminished you to this?” she asked. “Has he really lessened your worth so much that all he would ask of you is to kill us? Doesn’t he see how weak and insignificant we are? We’re only mortal and unarmed, powerless against you, the great Trojan Cetus.”

			The monster leaned in, as if it were dying to hear what she had to say next. 

			“Killing us won’t bring glory to your name, at least not the glory it deserves,” Zoey continued. “Killing us will only keep you as a pawn of Poseidon, of the gods. Do you want to stay a pawn forever, or would you prefer to be the master of your own destiny?” She paused for dramatic effect. “If you choose the latter, then I ask you to side with us against the gods. If you do, if you defeat Poseidon today in the name of humanity, your name will go down in history as the greatest creature to have ever lived.”

			The Trojan Cetus dipped beneath the surface and slithered toward her. No, this can’t be, she thought, her confidence sucked away in an instant. It didn’t work and now this thing is going to eat me and kill my friends and—

			Rough scales rubbed against her feet, her legs, and she went up, up, up, out of the water, until she was suspended fifty feet in the air. She sat on her hand and knees atop the head of the Trojan Cetus, dripping with saltwater and trembling in fear and perhaps, now that she realized what was happening, excitement. 

			Still paddling in the water below, Darko and Kali gawked at her in awe. She gave them a small smile, then turned toward Andy and Poseidon in the distance. The Sea God conjured another tsunami wave and shoved it at Andy. The boy tried to flap away but was sucked into the barrel.

			“Andy!” Zoey cried. 

			When the wave died down, Andy was gone. 

			Zoey grabbed the sea monster’s slippery fin as best she could despite being soaked herself. “Trojan Cetus,” she said. The tingling in her throat began to spread through her, growing until her whole body seemed to thrum with power. “You will bring glory to your name today. You will take charge of your own destiny, no longer a pawn of the gods. Defeat Poseidon, retrieve the Trident, and save the winged boy!”

			The Trojan Cetus launched itself through the water toward Poseidon. Zoey held on tight, wind and rain whipping her in the face. 

			In seconds they reached Poseidon. He’d already allowed his tsunami wave to diminish. It looked as if he was about to dive into the water, to go after his Trident no doubt. When he saw Zoey and the Trojan Cetus approaching, his expression twisted in rage. 

			“What is the meaning of this, Cetus?” he boomed. “Kill her! Kill Calliope!”

			The sea monster hissed, rearing back as if to strike. Poseidon waved his hands, drawing up a wall of ocean between himself and the sea monster and thrusting it forward. The water-wall collided into Zoey and the Trojan Cetus. The creature didn’t budge, but Zoey cried out and went tumbling down its back, scraping her knees and elbows all the way down until she crashed through the surface, her skin stinging at the impact. She began sinking down.

			Saltwater bit into her scratches, her body aching, but she swam back up. She didn’t get this far to let Poseidon win. 

			“—spell should be worn off now,” she heard Poseidon say as the water cleared from her ears, his tone full of irritation. She swung around to see the sea monster hovering over the god, jaws wide open, tongue licking its teeth. “Have you forgotten that you serve me, Cetus? Let me remind you the gods allowed you to live again because of me, because I advocated for your recreation. You are a creature of the sea, and thus belong to me, and so you will do as I say, not what some treacherous Harpy tells you to do. Now go and kill the traitors!”

			The creature paused for a moment, as if recognizing who Poseidon was and realizing what it was doing. 

			“Now, Trojan Cetus,” Zoey commanded, energy humming through her. “Bring glory to your name! Defeat the Lord of the Seas!”

			The Trojan Cetus hissed and lunged for Poseidon. Poseidon screamed as the sea monster plucked him up with its teeth in one quick motion and flung him down its throat. 

			Poseidon was gone for now, but Zoey’s senses flooded with panic. She looked around frantically, trying to see through the water surrounding, but Andy was nowhere, only vast strokes of deep liquid blue. 

			“Trojan Cetus,” Zoey said, her voice tremoring. What if Andy was gone forever? “Please save the boy. Please save the boy with the white feathered wings.” The sea monster dove out of sight. 

			A few moments later, the Trojan Cetus rose again, this time next to Zoey and just barely out of the water. Andy lay on its head, eyes closed, cheeks pale, completely still. 

			Zoey gasped and pulled herself up onto the creature, scrambling to Andy’s side. “Andy,” she said, shaking him. “Andy, wake up.” 

			He didn’t respond. She pressed her fingers against his neck. A pulse throbbed ever so faintly. However, his chest wasn’t rising and falling. It didn’t seem like he was breathing. Was there water trapped in his lungs? In his air passageways? How could she fix it?

			She lifted him into a sitting position. She had no idea what she was doing, but she had to do something, anything to save him. He couldn’t die. Not like this. 

			Water spilled from his mouth and nose. He began hacking, more liquid flying out, and she swallowed back tears. He was okay. It was okay. Everything was okay. 

			When he finally stopped coughing and caught his breath, he turned to her, confusion in his eyes. Beneath the storm clouds, they looked even more gray than usual. “What happened?”

			“Poseidon and Triton are dead for now,” Zoey said. “Kali, Darko, and I took care of Triton. And I, uh, convinced our new friend here it was in his best interest to help us instead of the gods, and he ate Poseidon in one swallow. Didn’t even chew. I don’t know how long it will take for Poseidon to regenerate now, but I’m guessing we at least have time to escape.”

			Andy looked down, sucking in a sharp breath when he saw he sat atop the Trojan Cetus. “Uh, okay, that’s badass. And the Trident?”

			Zoey had nearly forgotten about the Trident, but now that she’d used her powers to get the sea monster on their side, she had no doubt it would help them. 

			“Trojan Cetus?” she said, her throat tingling. “Would you finish your mission today by bringing the Trident to me, so Poseidon can never use it to control you or any other sea creature again?”

			The Trojan Cetus rose a bit more out of the water, revealing the Trident as it lay farther down its back. Andy grinned, making his way toward it and grabbing it. “Uh, thanks, man. For, you know, helping out and not eating us and stuff.”

			Zoey and Andy hopped off the sea monster and splashed into the water. As it stared at them now, completely calm and not out to eat anyone, it almost seemed cute—at least, in a weird, monster-y way. If Zoey had been able to get it on their side without the use of magic, she would have considered bringing it with them, at least until they got to land, but she wasn’t sure how long her magic would last, and if the creature would realize she’d convinced it to betray its master. 

			“I promise to repay you for what you’ve done today,” Zoey said, unsure of how to say goodbye. “Your name will go down in history. You know, as a hero.”

			The sea monster slipped beneath the surface and disappeared. 
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			Chapter Eighteen

			JOURNEY
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			“Uh, where’re Darko and Kali?” Andy asked. 

			As if it weren’t confusing enough to wake up after getting totally owned by Poseidon and have Zoey tell him she’d single-handedly taken care of the god and his crazy pet sea monster with her new mystical voice-powers, when Andy looked around, Darko, Kali, and their Not-So-Pocket-Sized-Submarine were nowhere in sight, miles of ocean before them. 

			“Oh no,” Zoey said beside him. She pointed farther out. “They were right over there when I last saw them. They wouldn’t have just left. What if the Trojan Cetus—”

			Before she could finish her sentence, something shiny and bronze rose from the water several yards away. Andy grinned. 

			Their submarine’s top door popped open, and Darko and Kali poked their heads out. 

			“Ahoy there, mateys,” Andy said in his best pirate voice. When he’d first seen the nautical-styled steering wheel in the submarine he’d wanted to say something silly like that, but they’d been running for their lives, so it wasn’t exactly the right time. 

			Zoey giggled, while Darko and Kali raised eyebrows at Andy. “Is that some kind of secret code, or did you hit your head when Poseidon smashed you with that wave?” Kali asked, her tone laced with sarcasm. Now it was Darko’s turn to laugh. 

			Andy chuckled and rolled his eyes. “Wow, I knew there’d be a warm welcoming committee when I got back from the biggest battle of my life, but I didn’t realize it was going to be this awesome. Thanks, Kali.”

			“You’re welcome,” Kali replied sweetly. 

			Andy and Zoey swam to the sub. Darko and Kali helped pull them inside, and soon they were safe, secure, and soaked. 

			Kali shut the door and sealed it. “What now?”

			“Well, we need to get to land,” Darko said. “That’s west of us. Then we have to start in the direction of New Mount Olympus to meet up with the nymphs.”

			“Let’s start with ‘west,’” Andy said, setting the Trident on the floor. “I can figure out which way we need to go by looking at the sun when it starts to set. Then, after we get together with the nymphs, we can save Diana and the others.”

			“You make it sound so easy when you say it like that,” Zoey said. “But you know it’s going to be a more complicated journey than that, right?” She gave him a dazzling smile, her blue eyes shining.

			He recalled the talk he and Zoey had before going into the Labyrinth. How he’d told her about his feelings for her, and in turn how she’d told him the truth about her past—then the way he’d reacted. 

			He wanted to tell her he was sorry, that he wasn’t being fair to her when he’d reacted that way. He wanted to tell her none of those things mattered, because in the end it didn’t change who she was. And it didn’t change the fact that he loved her. Yes, he loved her. 

			An image of Anteros and Calliope dancing in the garden flashed across his mind. Was he really Anteros, and Zoey Calliope, like Zoey had suggested? How did that work, anyway? And if it was true, was that why he had feelings for Zoey? Was it some sort of freaky past-life phenomenon, and why he’d always been drawn to her?

			He smiled back at Zoey, pushing thoughts like those away. There was time to figure out his questions later. Besides, even if there was some god inside him or he was a god or whatever the hell was going on, it didn’t change the way he felt about her, and it didn’t change the fact that he needed to apologize to her for what happened before. He couldn’t do it now, not in front of Darko and Kali, but he’d do it soon. 

			When the time is right, he thought. I’ll tell her I’m sorry.

			Soon the sun began to set, and Andy steered them west. 

			*~*~*~

			Zeus stood atop the sprawling balcony outside his bedchamber, overlooking the Garden of Olympus as night fell. 

			There were only a few days left until the Daughter of Apollo would arrive; he knew this from the visions he had received recently. From there, Karter would execute her. 

			“My son,” Zeus whispered, a sneer on his lips. “You have always been an important pawn of the game. My game.” 

			The King of the Gods chuckled, satisfied. Soon the war would be over, the Dreaded Prophecy diminished to nothing, just as destiny had always intended for the Greek pantheon. Finally, they would never have to worry about being forgotten and fading away again.

			Of course, a few complications had arisen. Something always did. First there was the fact that Apollo had betrayed Zeus: his own son, and a fellow Olympian! Yes, it was time Apollo be cast into Tartarus. The deed could not be postponed any longer. Zeus would have to appoint someone else to take over Apollo’s duties, but it would not be hard to do. Any god or goddess would gladly volunteer for the opportunity to take Apollo’s title. 

			Not only that, but Hephaestus’s insufferable twin grandchildren, Troy and Marina, had been captured alongside the Daughter of Apollo. Apparently, they were guilty of aiding the enemy. After Zeus had allowed them to live in such a privileged manner after the lies their mother spat, this was how they chose to repay him? They would die for it. In fact, they would be struck with green lightning as soon as they arrived on Olympus. 

			But the complications did not stop there. Prometheus—the cockroach—and the Chosen Two of the Prophecy—may they burn in Tartarus for all eternity—had escaped capture. Zeus had already decided Prometheus would pay for his insolence with a punishment far more severe than the last, and the Chosen Two would suffer so greatly they would beg for Zeus to stop their hearts. 

			Oh, Zeus wished he could kill those wretched, mortal nuisances. He wished more than anything he could drain the life from them, watch their faces twist with horror and anguish—but he could not. The visions had brought him more knowledge than just how the war would end with the Daughter of Apollo’s execution. He could not risk the development of a second prophecy after all the trouble this one had caused him. 

			Purple light flashed from behind, illuminating Zeus’s surroundings. The god swung around to find another one of his Olympian sons, Hermes, stepping through a shimmering oval-shaped portal and onto the balcony. The Messenger of the Gods usually held a cunning expression, his mouth turned in a crooked smile and his eyes glittering with mischief. However, tonight his face was drawn into a frown of concern. His black hair—always slicked back with cosmetic oils—was tousled and uncombed. 

			“What is it?” Zeus asked, immediately aware that something else must have gone wrong. If Karter and the rest of Zeus’s demigod warriors had lost the Daughter of Apollo, Zeus swore on the River Styx they would regret ever being born.

			“It’s Poseidon,” Hermes said, almost frantically. “There was an attack on his palace. The Trident was stolen.” 

			“By the mortals from the Before?”

			“Yes—Triton and Amphitrite saw them. We still haven’t found Poseidon, but—”

			Zeus held up a hand to silence Hermes, electricity crackling along his fingertips. This was a dilemma, yes, but it would not take long to resolve. Even without the Helm of Darkness and Poseidon’s Trident, the gods were unstoppable. They still had the Master Lightning Bolt, which dwarfed all other magical items with its power. Besides, Zeus had seen in his visions that the death of the Daughter of Apollo would bring a new era of peace to the gods. This was a minor inconvenience, nothing more. Zeus was sure of it. 

			“There is no need to worry,” the King of the Gods said. “No need at all. Those two have only gotten this far through fantastical strokes of luck, which end now. I already sent Artemis and her Huntresses to search for those filthy insects, and have you ever known Artemis to lose a hunt?”


		

	
		
			To be continued in the final installment of the War on the Gods trilogy . . .
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