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      MELANY

      Thick, sharp looking, green-stained stalagmites hung from the ceiling of the cave, dripping water onto the stone floor near my black combat boots. The plip-plop of the drops echoed off the walls and ground, which sparkled with green quartz. Beyond them, was a dark pool of cold ocean water; the entrance to a portal between worlds—between the demigods’ academy and the regular mortal realm.

      The magical passage would take us to the bay of Cala, and from there we could fly to Pecunia, to the opening ceremony of the mall that had been demolished during the Battle of the Gods.

      That was what the mortals were calling it now—The Battle of the Gods.

      I supposed that was what it became for them and for the world that watched through the news and social media.

      For me, it was the day I lost a huge chunk of my heart and soul.

      Lucian—beautiful Lucian with his golden waves, golden skin, and brilliant blue eyes that sent sparks down my body—stepped up next to me at the rocky edge of the pool, grasping my hand in his. His touch was always welcomed. “You doing okay, Blue?”

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      Except I wasn’t, and I hated that everyone asked me that question every day over the past few months since the battle. It made me want to scream, and then hit something, but I refrained. I knew that Lucian, as well as my friends, were just concerned about me since I wasn’t exactly acting normal. Well, as normal as a newly minted demigod could be. Normalcy flew out the window exactly thirteen months and eight days ago, when Callie Demos—of the powerful wealthy Demos family that I lived with since I was thirteen—threw away the shadowbox she’d been given for her eighteenth birthday, and I had picked it up instead.

      “Mayor Remis will be happy to see you at the ceremony,” Lucian assured. “He always asks about you when I go to the mortal realm to check on things. “‘How’s that blue-haired, dark angel doing?’ That’s what he calls you.”

      “Lucky me.”

      I guessed that a lot of people thought of me in that way. Emphasis on the dark. Lucian was the one who had the angel thing going on for him. When he had his huge white wings out and he was in the air, he was breathtaking.

      Our friends, Jasmine, Mia, Georgina, and Ren, all stood at the edge of the pool next to us. We’d all been invited to the opening ceremony. We were the representatives of the academy now. Which was crazy to me, considering we were all recruits just over a year ago, each of us summoned by an invitation handwritten on an ancient scroll.

      One of Jasmine’s sly smiles made her brown eyes shine with mischief. “You ready to go swimming?”

      “No, not really.”

      I hated using the water portal. The first time I ever used it—answering the summons to join the Gods’ Army—I nearly drowned. Lucian, in fact, had been the one to save me. He dragged me out of the pool and onto the rocks right before I swallowed a bunch of water and died. That was how, and when, I got my nickname, Blue. It was the color my face turned. Although, most people thought it was because I had blue hair.

      Grabbing Jasmine’s hand, Mia dove with her into the water—they’d recently came out as a couple. Ren followed them, then Georgina jumped in as well. Lucian and I went in after her. Georgina’s condition concerned me a bit, and I wanted to make sure she got to the portal.

      She’d lost her left arm during the battle, burnt to a crisp by a fire ball from the giant, monstrous creature, Typhon. Although she was beyond resilient, and as strong as the rocks she loved, I still worried that she was going to struggle in the water. After swimming for about five minutes behind her, I realized my worries were pointless. Georgina’s body moved like a dolphin’s, torpedoing into the glowing blueish-white cylinder of the mystical passage.

      When I first saw the portal a year ago, I thought it looked like a shining blue worm coiling through the ocean. It still looked like that as I breached its shimmering wall and was swept up into the swirling tube. I supposed it was like barreling down one of those slides at a water park, but I didn’t find it as fun as the others did. Both Lucian and Ren were doing somersaults in the current as we were shot through the portal at an impossible speed.

      The trip was, thankfully, no more than five minutes—I could hold my breath for longer because of my water power, but I knew the others weren’t as lucky.

      We were spat out into the bay, on the coast of the small city of Cala. Swimming to dock number nine, we pulled ourselves out of the sea. Once we were all out, I dried my clothes and hair using my fire ability, then helped the others with a single touch. Jasmine pouted the entire time. Despite her arguing to the contrary, I knew she was still upset that I’d taken her fire ability from her during the Battle of the Gods.

      I’d actually taken power from each of my friends in order to fight against Zeus, and had yet to find a way to give it back.

      Chiron, who was a great healer, and I worked on it at the academy almost every day, trying different methods, even potions, but so far, our attempts had only managed to cause me more pain than I already experienced daily. Having all five elements, water, fire, earth, lightning, and shadow swirling around inside me 24/7 wasn’t pleasant. It was like being a turbulent volcano on the cusp of a massive eruption.

      Once we were all dry, I watched as one by one, each of my friends unfurled a set of large white feathery wings and took to the sky like gorgeous birds of prey. Hovering in the air, they all waited for me to join them so we could fly as a flock to Pecunia. With a single thought, my shiny black wings emerged from my back—it no longer hurt when they came out—and expanded behind me. Flapping once, they lifted me into the air, and I realized, not for the first time, how much I stuck out like a sore thumb among my peers.

      I was the raven to their doves.

      Lucian’s smile beamed at me as I hovered beside him. No matter what happened or what I’d done, he never looked at me like I was different, like there was something wrong with me. Although there most decidedly was something wrong with me, and they all knew it. I loved him for it. I didn’t deserve him. He was the most noble out of us all, which was why he’d slipped so easily into a leadership role at the academy. He worked directly under Prometheus, who was one of the original founders of the academy thousands of years ago.

      It took us only ten minutes to fly the ninety miles to Pecunia. As we flew over the newly built strip mall, I saw a big crowd gathered in front of a makeshift stage. Several heads tilted up as we all swooped in and slowly lowered to the ground. The sound of applause replaced the flapping of our wings as we landed, cheers erupting from the crowd with true elation.

      With a huge smile splitting his round face, Mayor Remis approached us, a hand held out to greet us. He shook Lucian’s hand first, then the others’, but when my turn came his hold trembled a little in mine. “Welcome my friends,” the mayor offered, leading us onto the stage.

      As we followed, a young girl—likely no older than ten—shrunk into her mother’s side when she saw me. That didn’t surprise me, as for some, I was a gruesome sight.

      Some days I found it hard to look in the mirror. The combination of dark tribal tattoos, piercings, and the spiderweb of scars that covered half my face and body wasn’t always a pleasant sight. For me, the tattoos were a reminder of who I was before, and the scars of who I was now.

      Once we were all lined up on the stage, the mayor stepped up to the microphone. “Welcome, everyone, to the grand opening of the Pecunia Victory Mall!”

      The joy from the crowd became almost palpable, as more cheers and applause exploded around us.

      “I’m so proud of the work we have all done to pick up the pieces from the terrible battle that happened on this land, and our coming together in fellowship to celebrate the reopening of a vital part of our community.”

      He paused while people clapped, and Lucian and the others made a point of joining them.

      “We are honored today to have some special guests with us, who have literally flown in from the academy to celebrate this historic moment.” The mayor swept his arm toward us, causing a thunderous wave of cheers. “Please help me thank the heroes of the Battle of the Gods. Lucian Perro. Jasmine Walker. Mia White. Ren Nakamura. Georgina Stewart.” Pausing once more, he glanced at me. “And Melany Richmond, who was instrumental in the victory achieved here.”

      As everyone celebrated, I looked down at that little girl. She still had her face pressed into the side of her mother’s leg. She hadn’t dared risk a peek at me. I wanted to tell her that she was right to look away.

      I wasn’t a hero. I most definitely didn’t feel like one. I felt lost and hollow. Empty.

      My gaze swept the crowd, and their happy, grateful faces, and I wanted to smash every single one of them. They had no idea what had truly happened here on this battlefield. The people we lost in the fight. The ones who sacrificed everything so we could be victorious.

      Nightmares about the battle still haunted me. Jasmine had even caught me sleepwalking through the halls, and I’d nearly broken her nose with a swing of my arm when she approached me. Luckily, she was as skilled in combat as I was, and took me down before I could hurt her. I remember waking as she pressed her knee into my throat.

      Movement near one of the oak trees, along the promenade that circled the new mall, suddenly drew my attention. The shadows over the ground shimmered then seemed to undulate in a familiar pattern. Without hesitation, I jumped down from the stage and walked toward the trees.

      “Mel?!” Lucian called after me. “Mel, where are you going?”

      I didn’t stop. I couldn’t.

      When I got to the trees, I reached out to touch the shadows, hoping my hand would dissolve into them, and I could travel to the place I truly wanted to be. Although, without its master, I wasn’t sure it still existed.

      “Hades?” I whispered.

      Instead of disappearing into the shade, my hand hit the grass and my fist tore the green blades. Disappointment flooded me and I felt like throwing up. Still something was blocking me from moving through the shadows to the underworld. Something, or someone. I longed to visit the dark and hollow halls of Hades’ palace. I wanted to see my friends there. The Furies and Cerberus. I even missed Charon—despite of how he used to creep around, his skeletal face devoid of any emotion. With Hades gone, could they not leave the underground dwelling?

      Standing, I smacked my fist into the trunk of the giant oak in frustration. Pieces of bark and wood crumbled off the tree from the blow. Any more force and I would’ve knocked the tree over, roots and all. The few people nearby noticeably moved away.

      Movement came from behind me, and I turned around, expecting to see Lucian or Georgina coming to check on me—as they always did when I acted out.

      “Melany? I can’t believe it’s you…”

      Instead, I came face to face with Callie Demos, the girl I grew up with, and the one I took the shadowbox from so I could escape to the academy. The last time I saw her was at her eighteenth birthday party, when I was just some rebellious loner and my adoptive mother, Sophia, was still alive.
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      MELANY

      “Hey, Callie.”

      She hadn’t changed much. Still possessed long golden blond hair and perfect features. She’d always reminded me of Aphrodite with her beauty and grace, but after dealing with the Goddess herself, I amended my comparison. Although Callie had been a selfish, spoiled brat in the past, she was nowhere near the narcissistic, sociopathic level where Aphrodite operated.

      Callie’s gaze swept over me as she shook her head. She reached for my hand, but quickly changed her mind—probably remembering we were never the touchy feely type of friends, despite growing up together in the same house. “I can’t believe you’re here. We didn’t know what to think when you just disappeared like that. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think you would turn out to be some demigod hero.”

      I shrugged. “Me either.”

      “How did you even get into the academy? You never received a shadowbox, did you?”

      “No, but something happened when I took yours.”

      Her brow furrowed between her bright blue eyes, letting me know how pissed off she was. I’d seen that look more often than not. “Did you take my spot or something?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. Believe me. At first, that was what I thought happened, but I learned later—from Hephaistos, who makes the boxes—that only the chosen person can actually breach the portal and get there.”

      The way she looked at me, I didn’t think she quite believed me. I had a feeling it wouldn’t really matter what I told her. She would always think I stole her chance to be one of us, that I stole her chance at glory. I could’ve told her that there was no such thing. Being at the academy had only brought me pain and suffering. There was no glory in what I’d been through.

      Before I could say anything more, Callie’s mother, Mrs. Demos, came up beside her. I thought she might smile at me, but the look on her face was one of sympathy. She did reach for my hand though. “Melany, I’m so happy to see you. When we saw you on that stage, we couldn’t believe it.”

      “I’m happy to see you too.”

      Her gaze lingered over my scars. “What happened to you? You look like you’ve been…”

      “The price of being a demigod, I suppose.”

      Unease marred her features, and she swallowed. “You were always very brave.”

      That surprised me. I never believed Mrs. Demos thought much about me. She’d certainly always been kind—as kind as a person could be to the daughter of the head housekeeper in their estate—but I never knew she held any kind of opinion about me one way or another.

      “Thank you.” I gave her a small smile, then looked behind her, scanning the crowd milling about us. “Is Mr. Demos here?”

      Her face paled, as did Callie’s, and she set a hand on her daughter’s arm. “He died in the earthquake. The same one where Sophia…”

      When her words faltered, I nodded and swallowed, not wanting to talk about my adoptive mother. “I’m sorry. Mr. Demos was always kind to me.”

      Mrs. Demos grabbed my hand again. “And Sophia was an amazing woman. We feel her loss as well.”

      Uncomfortable, I looked past them to Lucian and Georgina, who were walking toward us. “I need to go.” I pulled my hand out from hers. “It was good to see you.”

      “You too,” Mrs. Demos offered.

      Before I could walk away, Callie pulled me to her and hugged me close. “Stay safe. Don’t die, okay?”

      Unable to ignore the irony, I gave her a tight smile. “I already have.”

      Lucian cupped my cheek when I joined the others, and I leaned into him. I sensed watchful gazes on me, and I imagined Callie was watching our exchange—Lucian was the kind of guy she would go gaga for easily. She was probably wondering how a guy like him could ever like a girl like me. Sometimes I still wondered that too. He was way too good for me, and always had been.

      “Everything good?”

      “That was Callie Demos and her mom.”

      He looked toward them, then nodded. I’d told Lucian everything about my life before the academy. “How was that reunion?”

      I shrugged. “Fine. They’re from a past that doesn’t matter anymore.” My wings unfurled behind me, and I flapped them as Lucian frowned at me. “Are we ready to head back?”

      “If nobody minds, I want to fly over to New Haven and check in on my family,” Jasmine asked as she grabbed Mia’s hand in hers. “Do you want to come with?”

      Mia blushed and I could see the twinkle in her green eyes. “Really?”

      Jasmine shrugged. “Why not?”

      “Do you think your parents will like me?”

      “Of course they will.” Pulling Mia closer, Jasmine kissed her, which just made Mia blush even more.

      Lucian nodded. “Have fun. Just remember to be back before nightfall. Prometheus is a lot more lenient than Zeus was, but there are still rules.”

      Jasmine’s white wings flapped swiftly and took her into the air—they were so majestic against her dark skin. Mia followed, and they flew high into the sky, disappearing over the tops of the big oak trees.

      “Anyone else need a side trip?” Lucian asked.

      Both Georgina and Ren shook their heads, yet I knew why Ren didn’t speak. I’d snuck him out of the academy a few weeks ago, and took him through one of the shadow gates to his home in Japan. Unfortunately, it hadn’t gone as smoothly as I’d hoped, we’d ended up in Iceland the first time, but eventually made it to his home. I wasn’t supposed to be using the shadows to travel anymore, everyone, especially Lucian for obvious reasons, thought it was bad for my psyche, but I did almost every night anyway, looking for a way back to the underworld hall. Lucian and my friends thought I was looking for a way back to him, but I knew he was dead. Probably languishing away in Elysium with his first love, Persephone.

      “Are you sure, Gina?” I asked, concerned. As far as I knew, she hadn’t seen her family since she arrived at the academy over a year ago. “Kios isn’t that far. Maybe a half hour flight.”

      She shook her head again, her gaze on the ground. “I’m good.” Flapping her wings, she lifted into the sky. “Let’s get going before we lose the light. I still have some gardening to do in the greenhouse. Dionysus needs some new herbs for his potions.”

      “His alcoholic beverages, you mean.” Ren chuckled, then took to the air.

      I didn’t press her on her decision. She must’ve had her reasons, and I suspected they had mostly to do with the loss of her arm and her earth power. I wanted to tell her that I was doing everything I could to find a way to give her ability back to her, but I also didn’t want to get her hopes up. She was definitely depressed.

      Most days, she spent her time outside in the gardens, digging in the dirt. One time, I found her literally sitting in a giant hole she dug in the ground. I worried that she was contemplating never coming out of it, but I hauled her out of there, and we went to the dining hall to gorge on ice cream and cake while Dionysus entertained us with his new DJ set. The party God loved his dubstep.

      We flew to Cala, landing on the main dock in the pier. There were a few mortals around, tending to their boats, and they stopped to watch us land. Their smiles and waves greeted us, now that they were used to us demigods flying in and out of the mortal realm.

      Before the big battle, our existence had been very secretive. Not anymore.

      We were all out of the closet, so to speak.

      As we made our way to dock nine, so we could dive into the water and swim to the portal, shouts from nearby drew my attention. I looked down a few docks to see a woman crouched by a man slumped on the wood, clutching at him and screaming.

      Immediately, Lucian and I launched into the air and flew over to them. The man laying on the dock clutched at his chest; his eyes rolled back into his head.

      “Howard! Oh Gods, Howard!” The woman shrieked, tears running down her cheeks.

      Lucian nodded to the other man standing in shock near the boat. “Call for an ambulance.” He approached the couple, crouching next to the man. “Looks like he’s having a heart attack.” Lucian gently removed the woman’s hands from her husband’s shirt, then unbuttoned it and pulled the two parts away so he was bare-chested. When Lucian went to press his hands to the man’s chest, he paused, remembering he didn’t possess his lightning power anymore, and looked up at me. “Mel, you’ll need to shock him.”

      “You’re just kids! You don’t know what you’re doing!” the woman shrieked as I knelt by the guy, rubbing my hands together. Sparks sizzled around my fingers.

      She wasn’t entirely wrong. We were just kids, young adults to be exact, and I sure didn’t know what the hell I was doing. Lucian had more faith in me than was probably wise.

      “Ma’am, Melany here has brought people back from death. She brought me back, so she can help Howard.”

      Lucian had a gift with people. Everyone liked him. Trusted him. He was a born leader. It helped that he looked like a golden God sent here from Olympus. The woman nodded, and grew calm, as she watched me set my hands on her husband’s chest.

      His heart had stopped. I couldn’t feel any beats of it under my palms. Closing my eyes, I gathered every tendril of electricity inside me and pushed it out through my hands. Howard jolted off the dock, then landed back with a thump. Still, no heartbeat. So, I hit him again with a small bolt of lightning. The body jerked off the ground again.

      Shadows slowly drew across the wooden floor, shrouding me and Howard in darkness. I’d seen this before when Lucian had died in my arms. Surveying the gloom, I saw a form taking shape as it slowly moved toward me. My heart raced as hope sprung in my chest. Although I knew it wasn’t Hades approaching—Gods, how I wanted it to be—the sight of death was still startling.

      Draped in a black cloak and carrying a long, heavy-looking silver scythe, the tall figure loomed over me. I stood and faced him. “Hello, Thanatos.”

      “Melany.” His voice was a harsh and raspy buzzing in my ears.

      “Have you come to claim Howard?”

      Thanatos looked down at the mortal laying prone at my feet, and shook his hooded head. He didn’t possess a face, so it was hard to tell what he was thinking. “I have no thread for this man.”

      My brows creased in confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “It means this mortal won’t die, even though it is his time.”

      Glancing down at Howard, I found that his eyes were opening. The shadows dissipated around me until I was no longer alone in the darkness. Lucian was there again, smiling. The woman was laughing, and in the midst of tears, thanking me.

      “You saved him!” She grabbed me and pulled me into a tight hug. Her scent smelled of vanilla and despair. I pulled away from her, and looked back down at Howard. He was slowly trying to sit up while Lucian helped him.

      Dropping to her knees, the woman hugged her husband. “Oh, my Gods, I can’t believe it.”

      The sound of a siren grew near announcing the ambulance arrived at the pier.

      Howard looked around, confusion evident on his face. “Wh-what happened?”

      “You had a heart attack,” his wife explained, tears still springing from her eyes.

      “I did?” His gaze eventually landed on me, and his eyes nearly popped out of his head. “You! I saw you in the darkness.”

      “She saved your life,” the woman crowed.

      Howard lifted his hand toward me. “Thank you.”

      I was hesitant to take it, but felt like I had to with everyone watching and judging. The moment I touched his skin, a cold, creeping sensation feathered up my arm. Frowning, I peered at him. He looked off. Odd. Not normal.

      Everyone possessed an aura around them. Different types of energies swirling either in harmony or conflict along their bodies. Demigods and Gods had auras too, but they were brighter; the colors more vibrant. Apollo had taught us to see and read them, but Howard didn’t have one anymore. It was like his life energy had faded, leaving an empty shell in its place.

      “You’re welcome.” I pulled my hand away from his and rubbed my palm on my pants. That cold, creeping feeling still clung to my skin like an icy spiderweb. Unfolding my wings, I flew back to dock nine and dove into the water, but there was still no relief from the odd sensation choking me. I couldn’t get away from the man fast enough.
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      It took merely a couple of minutes to get through the portal, then I was climbing the rocky edge of the pool in the cave—careful not to scrape my knees and elbows like I’d done previously. I knew the others were right behind me, but I didn’t stop and wait for them. I needed some space. I needed some time to myself. Before I could reach the exit though, I heard Lucian running to catch up with me. I sighed in frustration, hoping he hadn’t heard me.

      “Mel, wait up.”

      I stopped, because I could hear the slight panic in his voice. He always acted like he was expecting me to just vanish into thin air. Like he was hanging onto me only by the very tips of his fingers. In some ways, that was true. I had vanished before, although it hadn’t been on purpose. Hades had taken me, and I’d told Lucian that, but I wasn’t sure he believed it.

      “Are you okay? That was pretty intense back there.”

      “I’m tired of being asked that.” I shook my head. “I’m not okay, all right?! And if that’s not obvious, then you’re not looking very hard.” I stormed away from him, not caring if he followed or not.

      Well, actually, I didn’t want him to follow me. I really didn’t want to deal with him or anyone for that matter right now.

      Gods, what I wouldn’t give to be alone!

      When I came out of the cave, I had to put my hand up to my face to block the hot rays of sun greeting me. The sky was a robin’s egg blue, so pure and clear, and always a joy to see on a good day. Although, it hadn’t felt like a good day in a long time, and I didn’t feel much joy right now.

      Seeing Callie and her mom in Pecunia had brought back a lot of memories, not all of them bad, mind you. Callie and I hadn’t been best friends or anything, but we’d had a few fun days together. Yet, seeing them also made me think about Sophia, and how much I missed her and would never see her again.

      The regret for how I left her that night still clung to me. Still choked me in the middle of the night, when I dreamed of her.

      Sharp, gray stone spires, jutting out of the four turrets of the academy loomed in the distance as I walked along the wide cobblestone path leading up to it. I remembered when I first saw the building. I thought it looked like a great Gothic cathedral, or a castle from medieval England built to withstand any battle siege. It was all dark stone and sharp edges.

      The spindly trees that lined the path still looked like decrepit old hags to me, reaching out to those who passed by it. I always wondered why they were so barren when everything else around the land grew in vivid abundance. I’d always meant to ask Demeter about that, but never got around to it.

      Instead of going straight into the academy, I veered off the path and headed toward the large hedge maze. The entrance was guarded by two stone soldiers, their swords raised to fight. The rumor around the school was that all the statues were once people, turned to stone by the fierce gaze of Medusa. After having fought against her in a mock battle during training, and during the real thing against the giant Titan called Typhon, I still couldn’t say if that rumor was true or not.

      The gorgon was an enigma, but I would say that I never wanted to get on her really bad side, which was ironic since I wasn’t sure she had any good ones.

      I entered the maze; it had become my sanctuary since coming here. It was huge, with a multitude of twisted, complicated turns and dead ends, but I’d always known how to get to the middle. At first, I thought it had just been dumb luck, or skill, but I knew now that I’d been led there by the shadows swirling inside of me. This beautiful, terrible darkness that I’d embraced and even learned to love. I ached for it now more than ever.

      Reaching the center, I hoped to find that darkness waiting for me.

      Instead, I found Prometheus with the first small group of new recruits for the school since the battle in Pecunia, and the regime change at the academy. With him standing at over seven feet tall, I was surprised I didn’t see the top of his dark curly hair over one of the hedges. Out of all the Titans, he was definitely the most human looking, but that didn’t make him any less formidable.

      He perked up when he saw me step out from the corner. “Oh, we have a real treat for you today,” he announced.

      Fifteen heads turned toward me as one. Eyes widened, a rush of whispers escaped them.

      “It’s her!”

      “She’s the Dark Angel of Pecunia.”

      “Her scars are so cool!”

      “I heard she went insane.”

      “Didn’t she kill one of her own?”

      Smiling, Prometheus reached out a hand toward me, his kind brown eyes crinkling at the sides. “Melany, come and speak to the new recruits.”

      I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and I certainly didn’t think I was the best person to welcome these wide-eyed, naïve kids. Lucian had been chosen to be the one to do the big speech during the first days of their training. He looked trustworthy and charming while I was told, in no uncertain terms, to remain scarce—especially at the start.

      They were going to have to eventually deal with me when it came to training with the elements. I’d been chosen to replace Zeus to teach the lightning class.

      For a brief moment, I considered rejecting his request, but I knew I still had duties to uphold here. Not only was I still in training, as were my peers, but I’d been given new responsibilities since liberating the academy from Zeus’ lightning-fisted rule, and setting Prometheus free from Tartarus—where Zeus had imprisoned him for a few millennia. I’d been instrumental, as well as Lucian, and my friends, in reinstating Prometheus as headmaster like he had been thousands of years prior.

      Although, I didn’t really consider this a way of thanking me. Instead, I should’ve been put on the “I don’t have to do any inspirational speeches EVER” list. I hated speaking in front of a bunch of people, and I wasn’t any good at it. Despite my reservations, I walked toward the group, and stood beside Prometheus. I imagined I probably looked like an insect next to him. An ugly, deformed one.

      “Ah, hello, welcome to the academy.” Unconsciously, I rubbed my hand over the lightning scars along my right arm, feeling a little bit vulnerable as fifteen pairs of eyes gaped at me. It was like being at a zoo, but I was the one in the cage.

      “As I’m sure you are all aware, Melany was the one who discovered the Titans were being used by certain Gods to do their bidding. She led the charge into battle against Zeus, Aphrodite, and Ares.”

      Swirling murmurs flew into the air like buzzing bees with his statement.

      “She’s a hero,” said one perky looking guy with ginger hair and honey-colored eyes.

      Prometheus’ hand rested on my shoulder, completely encompassing it. “She is a hero. And I hope that you will all learn from her, and the others at the academy, about what that truly means. It’s not about fame and glory, but sacrifice for the greater good, for your fellow human being.”

      As I stood there, a sudden rush of cold surged over me. It felt like icy fingers crawled up my spine. It wasn’t something I’d felt before. Not like the cool tingling brush of shadows as they crept over my skin, but something else entirely… and it was coming from the group of recruits.

      Searching for the source of this feeling of malice and ominous dread, I met each of their gazes, but couldn’t lock on the point of origin. Everyone just looked like what they were supposed to—eager eighteen-year-old recruits—and nothing else. Maybe one of them was Aphrodite in disguise, coming for her revenge on me. She was an expert shapeshifter, but I was certain that she was still locked away with her lover, Ares, the God of War, in the barren hellscape of Tartarus.

      A hand went up in the crowd; it belonged to a sleek looking brunette. She had a similar look to what Callie had—primped, poised, and privileged. “Can you tell us about how you beat Zeus? I mean, he’s the most powerful God of them all, and you are…” she waved a hand at me, “like, just a girl.”

      I had an urge to fling some fire or lightning her way, to prove to her that I wasn’t “just a girl”, but we were interrupted by the flapping sound of large wings. Everyone looked up as Lucian soared overhead, gently landing near the white wood, and stone gazebo. The dark sensation aimed toward me suddenly vanished.

      All the girls in the group tittered at the sight of him; one boy did as well. I didn’t blame them; Lucian was a beautiful sight to behold. All gold and white, sparkling like the sun and everything good and pure in the world, I thought he could definitely give Apollo a run for his money. He most definitely did in my eyes.

      “We are truly blessed with visitors today,” Prometheus offered, waving toward Lucian. “Come, Lucian, and say hello to our new recruits.”

      Smiling, Lucian approached the group as he folded his angelic wings against his back. “Hello.”

      That sent more giggles through the impressionable group. The two girls standing at the front looked like they were going to either pee their pants or pass out.

      I supposed if I was a jealous person, I would’ve grabbed Lucian and pulled him in for a long, wet, hot kiss, to prove to everyone that he belonged to me. But I wasn’t the jealous girlfriend type. Still, I couldn’t help growling at the two girls. Startled, they both took a few steps backward. I smirked in triumph. Sometimes it was the little things that brought me pleasure.

      Prometheus’ look of praise transferred to Lucian, where, I was sure everyone would agree, it belonged. “You’ve just returned from Pecunia, I’m told, where there was a great celebration for the opening of the new community mall.”

      “Yes.” Lucian glanced at me briefly, then to the group. “We were there with the mayor. It was a great ceremony; an important one.”

      “Are you going to be teaching us, Lucian?” asked the same brunette who had questioned me.

      He nodded. “I will be, yes, alongside Heracles.”

      That incited more excited whispers and giggles from his “fans”. It was becoming annoying, and I just about took to the air, to fly away from it.

      “It’s time for us to move on with the tour,” Prometheus politely interjected, and I wondered if he could sense my growing impatience. He gestured to the path in the maze that would lead them out to the back of the academy, and the new training field. “Thank you, Melany and Lucian.”

      “You’re welcome,” Lucian assured.

      I just nodded as he led the students away from the gazebo and back into the hedges.

      When they were gone, I rubbed my arms again. Although the source of the malice had moved on with the group, the remnants of it still lingered on my body. A shiver ran down my spine, and I couldn’t get rid of it. It felt like I’d never get warm again. The sensation was so deep. I’d never felt such cold dread before, not from the Furies, not from Medusa, not even from Hades, the Lord of Darkness himself.

      It was an entirely new level of horror, one I wasn’t sure I wanted to unearth.
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      LUCIAN

      When the group had disappeared behind the hedge, I turned toward Melany. She looked drawn, even a bit spooked. Like something had startled her. It must’ve been serious to unsettle her, as she was usually the one to do the unsettling.

      I considered asking her if she was okay, but she’d already shouted at me for that, so I refrained. It was difficult to not want to wrap her in my arms to keep her safe and secure, but I knew she wouldn’t thank me for it.

      She’d probably bite my head off.

      Melany had always been surly, ever since I met her, but since the battle and the aftermath, she’d reached a new level of impatience and sullenness. I wasn’t the only one to notice. Both Jasmine and Georgina had come to me with concerns about Melany’s mental well being. Unfortunately, they too, didn’t know what to do or how to help her.

      And I hated that it most likely had everything to do with losing Hades.

      “I’d forgotten that the new recruits would be here today,” I offered, trying to call her eyes to me. “With all that’s happened, it’s hard to keep up with events. But like everything else, life has to go on.”

      Melany didn’t answer, she just wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. I frowned. It wasn’t cold. Quite the opposite in fact. I found it to be a pleasantly warm day. Most days at the academy were nice and sunny. We weren’t affected by most weather here, being in a separate realm of existence had its advantages. Although, I did miss snow. I’d been an expert snowboarder in the past.

      Before I could ask about her reaction and have her yell at me again, she finally focused on me. “I felt something dark from that group of recruits.”

      “Dark, how? Maybe you were sensing someone who has an affinity to the shadows, like you.”

      “No, it felt different. It was like a sensation of terror and fear. As if something catastrophic was about to happen.”

      The way she spoke concerned me. As long as I’d known Melany, she’d never been afraid of anything. Not the training, not the trials, not even the Gods. Yet, there was fear in her voice. If she was frightened, it was definitely troubling.

      “Are you sure it came from the new recruits?”

      Narrowing her eyes, her gaze darkened as she looked at me. “What does that mean?”

      I sighed. I hated that just about everything I said to her lately, she took in the wrong way. She was constantly irritated, and I suspected I was mostly the source of that irritation. It had been days, maybe even more than a week, since we spent alone time together. Just the two of us, in each other’s arms. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d kissed me with any passion. It was usually just a quick peck on the lips and a pat on the back.

      “It means that you’ve been out of sorts lately. You’re not yourself.”

      “So, I’m making this up?”

      “I didn’t say that. But maybe you’re manifesting it from within. You’ve been depressed.”

      She glared at me.

      I reached for her, but she pulled away from my hand.

      “You have every reason to feel that way, Mel. You’ve lost… important people in your life. But we all have. Everyone has suffered, and we need to move on. We need to take that pain and turn it into something positive, something we can use to continue our training, so we can protect others.”

      “This is more than that. It’s not about Hades,” she said with a sharp edge in her voice.

      “I didn’t say it was about him, but when you don’t let me touch you, I have to wonder.” The second it was out of my mouth I knew I made a huge mistake.

      “I can’t believe you’re making this about your dick.” She sneered, and the lightning scars along her face, neck, chest, and arm started to glow. It was faint, a soft, white luminance, but it was growing with every deep inhale of air she took.

      “C’mon. That’s not fair, Mel. You know it’s not.”

      She turned away from me, but I didn’t let her ignore this conversation. It was inevitable. I knew it, and she knew it. We’d been dancing around it for months. Maybe even longer than since the battle. Maybe this talk had to happen ever since she disappeared into the shadows, and spent almost a year in the underworld with Hades.

      He had not only been at her side, training her in the dark arts, but he’d also been seducing her mind, body, and soul. Then he sacrificed himself to save her. I wondered if that had been the final move of his plan, to secure his complete and utter dominance over her. His possession of her.

      How could I ever hope to compete with a dead man?

      She walked toward the gazebo, probably a subconscious instinct to be near him, but I stayed right on her heels. It was here that Hades first showed himself to her, strumming a guitar, and singing. Intriguing her. Seducing her.

      “I won’t let you walk away from this anymore. From us.”

      Melany whipped around. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want to have a rational conversation about us.”

      Shaking her head, she sighed, mumbling under breath. “You’re so gods-damned needy.”

      “What? What did you say?”

      “I said you’re so needy. You’re like a child sometimes. Always looking for validation from others, from the professors, from our peers, from me. It’s tiring.”

      “Wow. Tell me how you really feel, Mel.” I smirked.

      “I’m sorry, Lucian. You wanted to have this conversation. So, we’re having it.”

      “I didn’t realize I was such a burden on you.”

      When her gaze met mine it was direct and harsh, and I wanted to look away. “I can’t hold you together. Not when I can barely hold myself together. I can’t be what you want me to be, because I have no idea who I am anymore. I’m broken, Lucian. And you can’t fix me. I don’t want you to.”

      With emotions spilling over, I swallowed and reached to touch her face. She didn’t let me. I dropped my hand to my side feeling my heart starting to split apart. “If you need more time, you can have it, Mel. You can have as much as you need. I won’t pressure you.”

      She just kept looking at me. I suspected if Melany had been a regular girl, there would’ve been tears in her eyes, but she wasn’t regular. There were no tears. At least not for me, anyway.

      “But you are pressuring me. With every look you give me.”

      I couldn’t stand here next to her and not touch her. I could feel the sorrow emanating off of her. It was killing me to know that I couldn’t help her. That she wouldn’t even let me try to console her.

      Risking a step closer, I reached for her again. My hand finally cupped her cheek, and I slowly pulled her close until she was in my arms. Her body was warm against mine, getting warmer. The glow from her scars intensified. Power, chaotic and fierce, swirled around inside her. I could see it swimming in the depths of her blue eyes, could feel it oozing from every pore of her skin.

      “I love you, Blue. Together we can figure it out. I know we can. Don’t give up on us.”

      I leaned down and brushed my lips against hers. She let me do it, didn’t pull away, but she didn’t reciprocate. It was like kissing a mannequin. When I pulled back, her eyes also started to glow. Her skin became so hot, I had to let her go or else get burned.

      Melany was like a white star on the precipice of exploding.

      “I don’t love you,” she declared, her voice robotic, unfeeling.

      It was so very unlike her, but I wondered if I was just lying to myself to stop the pain blossoming in my chest. She had fundamentally changed. She was different. Not just because she had extreme amounts of power swirling inside her. Power I knew she didn’t ask for. Power I knew that caused her pain.

      “I don’t believe you. You’re just trying to push me away. Again.”

      She shrugged. “Tell yourself that if it makes it easier. I don’t care either way. I’m done worrying about everyone else.”

      Her words hurt. I didn’t want them to, but they did, gutting me to the bone. Had I been blind to her indifference toward me? It was possible, with everything else that had been happening. I’d been busy helping Prometheus and the other Gods with the changes in the academy. I had been helping Athena with the new learning center that had been her well-guarded ancient library. Even preparing with Heracles to be his assistant in hand-to-hand combat training for the new recruits, and the continued training for my peers.

      Melany had been busy too with working alongside Hephaistos, constructing the tribute statues for the hall of heroes, and working with Chiron on trying to find a way to give back the powers she’d taken to defeat Zeus. I knew that had been tiring for her, as it wasn’t an easy process. Certainly, couples went through things like this, didn’t they?

      Well, maybe not exactly this, as we were demigods in an academy run by Gods, so our circumstances were definitely unique. It didn’t mean we were falling out of love with each other. It couldn’t be that.

      “We need some time together. Just the two of us.” I unfurled my wings and flapped them. “Let’s go flying, like we used to. Go to our spot by the lake.”

      “It’s not that, Lucian. I wish it were.”

      Grabbing her hand, I winced at how hot it was, but I wasn’t ready to let her go, no matter how hard she pushed me away. “I love you, Blue. That’s never going to change. You need time and space, then take it. I’ll be here when you want to come back.”

      As her lightning scars flared, I was forced to lift my other hand to shield my eyes from the glare. The sudden white flash produced spots in my vision, and I tried to blink them away. Her hand in mine grew too hot to hold, and I dropped it, taking a step away from her. The last time I’d seen her body react like that, she was in the middle of the battle with Zeus, when anger, fury, and pain congealed together and lashed out of her.

      “Blue? Are you okay? Can I take you to Chiron?”

      “Stop asking me that!!”

      Snapping from her back abruptly, her wings shot her into the air like a lightning bolt. Melany zipped across the sky and disappeared over the tallest tower of the academy. I considered going after her, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate it. With the way she was acting, she might even try to hurt me. It was clear she wasn’t in control of herself right now. Definitely not of her emotions. Those were what had triggered the power surge in her body, I was sure of it. That was how she had managed to defeat Zeus. With all the rage, fear, and love that roared like a savage beast inside of her.

      With a flap of my wings I rose into the air as well. I wasn’t going to follow her. I was going to find everyone that loved her, and together, maybe we could figure out how to help her. I’d go to Chiron first, then Hephaistos and Demeter, then to Jasmine, Georgina, and Ren.

      There had to be a way, because I feared that if she kept on this ravaged path, she wasn’t going to make it. Melany was the strongest person I knew, but even the fiercest beings had limits.

      Even the brightest white star in the sky could run out of power, and fade into the dark.
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      MELANY

      I wasn’t completely sure where I was flying to when I shot up into the air, all I knew was I had to get away before I did something awful that I couldn’t take back. I knew I’d hurt Lucian anyway. Words had power and I had wielded them like a sword, cutting as deep as I could.

      It was necessary. He would understand that eventually.

      As I soared over the spires of the academy, I caught sight of the large green lake Lucian had mentioned. A place we had visited together several times. It was where we’d had sex for the first time, and I knew where I needed to go.

      Touching down on the water’s edge, I took in a deep breath, reveling in the peace and quiet there. Soon, it would be active with new recruits as they learned to control the water element with Poseidon. Memories of the water trial here came to me. We had to swim across the four-mile lake, before the nine-headed hydra living within its depths captured us. Yet, as I looked across the calm surface, it seemed like a million years ago.

      A new thought entered my mind, and I walked into the surrounding woods on the hunt. It didn’t take me long to find what I was searching for. Once, it had been a giant oak tree, tall, and thirty feet wide. The branches had been so big and heavy that a few of them touched the ground, spreading out along the forest floor, much like a giant spider with eight sprawling legs.

      Now, it was merely a stump. A huge stump. Gone was the majestic giant tree I had admired. It was cut down when Aphrodite, Ares, and their minions tried to find a way to get to me in the underworld. They had failed.

      Lucian told me about the tree, claiming it had been the path he, Jasmine, and Georgina had taken to try to find me when I was whisked away through the shadows, disappearing without a trace. He’d given the witch, Hecate—who’d lived in the tree—his blood for safe passage down into Hades realm.

      I knocked on the stump, curious of whether she still lived inside. The last time I saw her was when she’d knocked on the doors of Hades’ Hall, looking for sanctuary. She fought with us in the war, but after everything was over, I hadn’t seen her again. I wasn’t sure what had happened to her.

      The tree didn’t open, like Lucian had described, Hecate obviously wasn’t at home. More likely, she had found another place to live. I was probably grasping at straws, desperate to find a way back to the underworld. Though, I wasn’t exactly sure why I needed to go back.

      Clearly, some of that need had everything to do with missing Hades, wanting to be around rooms and things that reminded me of him, but there was something else driving me as well. A need to retreat. To escape the pointed, pitying looks, and hushed whispers about my mental and physical state. I was tired of everyone looking at me like I was either going to break apart into a million pieces, or explode with enough shrapnel to massacre the entire academy.

      I could feel the rage swirling around inside me. It was getting worse, even while Chiron was trying to help me separate the elemental abilities I carried. I supposed there was only so much power one person could handle. I wasn’t a God; my body wasn’t designed to hold this much energy within safely. I had to have an outlet. The force of it had to go somewhere.

      My hands rested on top of the oak tree stump, and instantly, the earth power I’d taken from Georgina rose to the surface. I could feel it reaching out to the tree, to the bushes, and to the ground. It tickled the tips of my fingers as I let it out slowly. I didn’t want to raze the woods with a sudden burst of energy.

      At first, it flowed out of me in a trickle, then it became a flood. I couldn’t rein it in as tendrils of power curled around the tree trunk, then dug into the damp earth. Deep inside, I could feel every tree in the forest, every blade of grass, rock, and granule of soil. It was too much to experience all at once. I felt like I was being buried alive.

      I tried to pull away from it, both mentally and physically, but it was as if my hands were glued to the wood. Giving it everything I had, I tugged back, and the skin on my palms seemed to stretch. Eyes wide, I was surprised it didn’t peel off. When the pain curled up my arms, I stopped. There had to be a way out of this. I couldn’t be stuck.

      Instead of pulling back again, I pushed forward. Maybe I needed to expend all the pent-up earth energy I had inside, to be free of it. Concentrating on the tree stump in front of me, I pushed every wisp of power I could gather into it, through it.

      My hands burned as the force rippled through me, and out of every pore in my palms. I watched the tree stump shake as if there was an earthquake right under my feet, until, with a loud crack, it split apart, releasing me from the hold the wood had. I stumbled backward, my arms flailing out to the sides when I nearly fell. Every muscle in my body quivered with exertion.

      After I stabilized myself, I approached the stump again. Peering into the large crevice I made in the wood, I found that it went down deep into the ground.

      I’d created a hole about three feet wide through the dirt and rock.

      Summoning a fire ball between my hands, I dropped it into the crater. It hit the bottom quickly, so the hole wasn’t too deep, but it appeared I’d dug right into an already formed tunnel by the looks of the smoothed-out sides and floor. Was that the way that Lucian had taken to the underworld to find me? I had every intention of finding out.

      Without hesitation, I climbed onto what was left of the tree, and slowly lowered myself into the hole. It was a tight fit, and I had to squirm my way through it, but eventually, I was dangling from my fingers. Finally letting go, I dropped about two feet until I landed on the hard-packed earth of the tunnel.

      I picked up the fireball from the ground, then started to walk through the dirt passage. After some time, although I couldn’t distinguish how long, the path opened up into a huge cavern and marsh, illuminated by the moonlight that cascaded through breaks in the high, rocky ceiling. Beyond that, I could hear the rush of raging water.

      Laughter burst out of me freely. I knew that sound. It was the crashing of the river, Styx. My nose lifted as I inhaled the thick stale air, and laughed again. I was so close I could literally taste it. I was almost back home.

      Although I wanted to, I refrained from running across the marsh. When I reached the water’s edge, my gaze found the cave that lead to the giant metal doors of Hades’ Hall. I just had to cross the river. Unfurling my wings, since it was likely the best way over, I flapped them to lift me up, but it was like moving through a thick gel. I couldn’t get any altitude. I managed to get off the ground a few inches, but the force of the air on my wings, brought me right back down. I wasn’t going to be able to fly over there.

      Crouching on the bank I submersed my fingers into the water. Maybe I could literally part the water and walk through it, but the water wasn’t reacting to me. I couldn’t even grasp it. It just sifted through my fingers like sand on a beach.

      Frowning, I reached for the rocks along the riverbed, thinking I could build something to walk across, but again I was denied. The rocks weren’t listening to me. Nothing worked down here. I couldn’t get any of my elemental powers to work. What good were they?!

      Frustration filled me so hard and fast that my hands began to shake. I was so close. It wasn’t fair.

      “Hades, help me!” The scream ripped from the ache in my chest, my voice echoing across the cave, and bouncing off the stone walls back to me.

      The words pinged, almost seeming to amplify, mocking me with each syllable. I dropped to my knees on the river shore and considered diving into the black river to swim across, despite the violent current. Maybe I would make it, maybe I wouldn’t. I had to try something.

      Before I could plunge into the cold, murky water, the surface of it started to bubble. For a moment, I wondered if it was a residual effect from what I had done, but soon realized that something was emerging from the river.

      A large black form rose from the water like a monolith, and I gasped, as the shape formed—three large triangular heads turned toward me. Three sets of glowing red eyes glared down at my face like lasers. Three mouths opened, revealing sets of razor-sharp teeth—saliva dripping from between the jowls.

      Joy filled my heart as I got to my feet, and three large tongues rolled out from gaping maws, nearly bathing me in drool. “Hello boy, I missed you!”

      Cerberus barked. The multiple sounds echoed like thunder that made the stone walls shake.

      Laughter left me once again, and I reached for him when he bent low, letting me give a good scratching to his ears. He yipped, mewling in pleasure, and I swiftly climbed onto his back.

      I didn’t have to tell him where I wanted to go.

      He walked across the river and pulled himself up onto the opposite shore. My fingers curled into his fur, holding on tightly as he shook the wetness off his body. I was almost thrown off, but I knew how to stay on as I had before. The giant hellhound bounded into the cave, seemingly happy to have me riding on his back like we’d done several times in the past.

      The last time being the Battle of the Gods in Pecunia, which had me wondering how he fared without his master. He looked well fed and groomed, so thankfully, someone was taking care of him.

      Ten minutes later we arrived at the looming metal doors to Hades’ Hall. For a moment, I thought about knocking, but I didn’t know if anyone would be there. Instead, I rubbed Cerberus’ head. “Can you open the doors, boy?”

      Standing on his hind legs, he slapped his two huge front paws against the iron. The doors creaked open, and he leapt inside. The hall was dark. No fires flickered from the cracks in the walls and floor like they had when I’d lived here. It was more dreary than usual, which was a shame because lit up, the hall was darkly beautiful—much like the man to whom it belonged.

      I slid off the hound’s back and moved to one wall, producing flames along my fingertips. Lowering my hands into the crevices I waited. In seconds, the flames erupted along the floor and slits in the walls, until the hall glowed with a warm orange luminance. I took it all in, my heart swelling. It was just as I remembered it.

      Movement on one side made me whip around, my hand instantly going to the dagger strapped to my waist. A dark shape flitted out from the shadows, its skeleton hands reaching for me.

      “Welcome home, my lady.”

      Slowly, a pleased smile curved my lips. “Thank you, Charon. I missed you.”
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      MELANY

      Thanks to his skull face that couldn’t make facial expressions, I couldn’t tell if the skeletal butler was happy to see me. You needed muscles and tissue to achieve that feat, but I assumed he did by the slight uptick in his voice. It wasn’t nearly as creepy as usual.

      “Did you miss me?” I asked him.

      “Of course I did, my lady. It’s been extra quiet here.”

      Cerberus took that moment to bark, as if disproving Charon’s point. I scratched his heads again, then he loped out of the hall, wagging his tail.

      I wasn’t sure if Charon was telling me the truth or not about missing me. I supposed it really didn’t matter. He didn’t owe me anything. He wasn’t my butler.

      “Will you be staying, my lady? I could make up your old room for you.”

      Longing filled me, and I moved toward the closed door to Hades’ room. “I was hoping I could stay in here.” Pushing the door and walked into his chambers. Charon floated in behind me, the hem of his dark cloak dragging on the stone floor.

      My heart leapt into my throat when I saw movement in the shadows, on the far side of the room, near the huge, canopied, king-sized bed. “Hades?” I murmured with hope, licking my dry lips.

      A shape stepped out of the darkness. “He’s dead, girl. Didn’t you get the memo?” Her voice was just as shrill and high-pitched as I remembered. Megaera moved toward me, her small, blood red eyes narrowing. “I didn’t think you’d come back. You are, after all, the hero of the war after defeating Zeus. I thought you’d settle at the academy with all your glory and fame.”

      Startled, I stepped back from the Fury. We’d trained together for months, and fought side by side during the war, but I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure we were allies. I didn’t really trust her, and with Hades gone, there was no reason she wouldn’t rip my innards out and eat them for breakfast. I was certain he’d had to remind her several times during the months I’d live here that I wasn’t on the menu.

      “I would’ve been here sooner, but I couldn’t get through the shadows to come back. I was blocked. Believe me, I tried every chance I got.”

      Megaera nodded, a tendril of stringy green hair falling over her prominent forehead. “Makes sense. Hades was the one who granted you entrance. And now that he’s dead…”

      I cringed every time she said it. I knew it to be true. I watched it happen. He died at my feet, protecting me from Zeus’ lightning bolt, but I hated hearing it over and over again. I supposed I thought if I didn’t say it, or hear it, then maybe there was hope that it wasn’t true. That he was just playing possum, and would suddenly appear out of nowhere with a smile on his handsome face, a glint in his devilish eyes, and a story about how clever he was to have fooled everyone.

      “How are you here then?” I glanced toward the door. “Are Allecto and Tisiphone here too?”

      “They’re sleeping in the rafters of the training room.” She walked over to a table along one wall, where Hades kept decanters of wine, pouring herself a cup of something red. “We’re here because we have our own connections to the underworld. Just like Charon and Cerberus. We were born out of the darkness. You, on the other hand, were just adopted.”

      Wine sloshed over the rim as Megaera gestured to me with the crystal glass, dripping onto the floor before she chugged down the drink. She wiped at her black lips with the back of her hand, and set the glass down with an audible clink.

      I wasn’t scared of her. Not anymore. When I came here a year ago, yeah, she and her bat-winged sisters frightened the crap out of me. Yet, I’d earned my scars honestly, through pain and torture. I earned my place here in the underworld and she knew it.

      “I’m going to stay here.”

      Her eyebrow arched dubiously. “Says who?”

      My scars lit up like a Christmas tree when I moved toward her, forcing her to shield her eyes from the glare. “Says me.”

      After taking a careful but noticeable step away from me, she shrugged. “Whatever. Stay as long as you want. It won’t bring him back.” And with that delightful parting remark, she left me alone in the room.

      I wanted to shout after her, but it would’ve been pointless. Number one, she wouldn’t care. Out of the three Fury sisters, Megaera was the snarkiest and the one I had mostly avoided in the past, when I could. And two, she wasn’t wrong.

      Movement behind me made me jump, and I swung around to see Charon floating patiently nearby. I’d forgotten he was there. “Shall I make a fire for you, my lady?” He gestured with skeletal fingers toward the large hearth.

      I nodded. “Yes. Thank you, Charon. I’ll stay in here for a couple of days, if that’s all right with you?”

      He bowed his bony head. “It is what Lord Hades would want.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, Hades hated it when I touched his things, but I smiled at him anyway. “Thanks.”

      Within seconds, a fire roared in the ornate hearth, and Charon left. Welcoming orange light filled the space, and I was able to make out some of the furniture, especially the four-poster bed at the far end of the room. Dark drapes were drawn around the frame, as if someone was tucked in for the night.

      Memories of the night when I had a horrible dream about my friends and Lucian returned to me—I could still see the blood in my mind—and I had used the shadow ways to come here. I had moved to the bed, which had its drapes drawn, and yanked them aside to find Hades lying on top of the mattress, eyes closed, hands resting on his chest.

      He’d looked dead then, like a vampire in his coffin. When he awoke, I demanded that he release me, and send me back to the academy. He did, but only because I’d been summoned to do some training there anyway.

      A shaky hand reached for the drapes now, and slowly pulled them back, wishing with all my heart that I would find a sleeping, grumpy Hades on the bed—set to scold me for waking him—but the bed was empty as I knew it would be.

      Crawling onto the mattress, I wrapped myself in the soft black blanket and brought the fabric to my nose, inhaling a deep breath. The scent of warm spices filled my nostrils, making my belly clench. It was his smell. One that I had come to covet over the months I’d trained here in his hall. I’d bugged him about wearing too much cologne, but secretly, I had loved it. I suspected he knew it and continued to do so. For me.

      As I wrapped myself in his blankets, savoring the scent of him, I shut my eyes against the well of emotion, but let the tears come. Grabbing one of his pillows, I crushed it to my chest tightly, and sobbed until my whole body shook.

      This was the release I needed. That I’d been craving ever since I watched Hades turn to dust in my arms. I hadn’t had an opportunity to fall completely apart since the end of the war. I’d immediately been given responsibilities to teach and be a leader for others at the academy. The expectation to hold my shit together was intense, and with everyone watching me every second of every day—waiting for me to crack—I didn’t feel like I could.

      I needed to find my way here, to be around everything that reminded me of him, to rejoice in our time together, and grieve.

      Holy shit, I needed to grieve.

      The tears didn’t seem to ease. I cried until I fell asleep, and when I woke, I was laying on my back in a field of yellow wildflowers. Sitting up, I saw that the land stretched on in every direction; I couldn’t see the end of it. I’d been in this place before. When I drank poison at a gala at the school and died, I woke up here. In Elysium.

      Knowing where I was going and what I was going to see, I got to my feet and walked west. Over the rise the valley, the land opened up with more flowers of every color ever made, and the narrow stream meandered through it like a serpent. Beyond that were several high rock formations, vines wrapping around the stone in an intimate hug. Waterfalls cascaded down all sides, forming white foam at the bottom.

      On top of the highest rock cliff, was a white stone temple. It was there that I met Persephone, and saw my parents for the first time since their death six years ago. I’d had no idea that they’d been involved with the academy until I saw their picture in a book about it. They’d been recruits way before I was born, and my mother had suggested that their car accident hadn’t been an accident. I still didn’t know if that was true or not.

      The first time I mounted the steps to the temple, I was overwrought with fear. Now, I felt anticipation, and a tiny tendril of hope blossomed in my chest.

      When I passed between the two massive pillars and entered that holy place, my heart raced. I walked toward the large stone fountain of a siren sitting on a bed of rocks, water gushing out of her mouth and up into the air. I stood there and looked around, checking every shadow in every corner. There was no sound but the burbling of the fountain. It seemed I was alone.

      Nevertheless, I’d come here for a reason. I didn’t think I had died in my sleep, so this might’ve been only a dream. Or it wasn’t, and someone had called me to Elysium.

      “Hades?” I whispered, but my voice echoed through the temple regardless.

      “He’s not here.”

      Whipping around, I came face to face with a beautiful woman of long black hair, and dark eyes. Her lips were as red as blood, and her eyelids and cheeks sparkled with gold flecks as if she’d been dipped in glitter. Persephone looked just as I remembered her. Pale and perfect.

      Her lips curved with a smile. “I didn’t think to see you again so soon, Melany.”

      “I didn’t think I’d be here either. I’m supposed to be asleep in…”

      “Hades’ bed?”

      My cheeks flushed. Was she jealous? Long ago, she’d lived with Hades in his hall. She’d been his lover back then, and I suspected she still loved him. We had that in common.

      “Why am I here? Who called me?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you are just dreaming.”

      Reaching out, I touched her arm. She felt plenty real to me. “This doesn’t feel like a dream.”

      Her hand took mine, and she spun me around as if we were waltzing. “Are you sure about that?”

      I pulled away from her. I didn’t want her confusing me, and Persephone had that way about her. She was seductive. “If this is where Gods and demigods come when they die, then why isn’t Hades here?”

      With a simple shrug, the Goddess continued her dancing around as if she hadn’t a care in the world. I supposed she didn’t, considering she was dead and living in this heavenly world. Still, I had questions, and I needed answers.

      “He’s not on Earth either. So, where is he?”
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      LUCIAN

      “I don’t know what else to do for her.” Chiron’s hooves clicked on the marble floor as he moved around the infirmary, making sure he was stocked up on supplies like bandages and herbal tinctures. Accidents happened during training, and he needed to be prepared. “The sessions we have don’t seem to be working. In fact, I think they’re just making it worse on her. During our last meeting, she cracked the wall.” He pointed to a section of the infirmary where I saw there was indeed a large crack from ceiling to floor.

      “There has to be a way to help her control the power inside of her.” I ran both hands through my hair, feeling impotent and useless.

      After I flew to the academy, I had come straight to the infirmary to talk to the centaur healer. I believed in his abilities; I’d seen him bring people back from the dead. I was sure he could do something for Melany. If he couldn’t, then I didn’t know who could.

      He gave me a sympathetic look. “Maybe we should talk to Apollo. He can access the mind. With his help, we might be able to construct a protective shield inside Melany’s mind, so that the power swirling through her body can’t hurt her.”

      Or anyone else, I thought, nodding. “At this point, I think anything is worth a try.”

      “I’ll talk to him. Come to see me tomorrow. I should have an answer one way or another.”

      Intending to find Jasmine, Georgina and Ren, I left the infirmary. Maybe together, we could come up with some plan to help Melany. As I walked through the halls, I suspected Jasmine was out on the field, training with Athena. She’d lost her fire power, but she had only improved with the bow.

      Georgina was probably with Demeter either outside in the garden, or inside Demeter’s Hall tending to the plants. She’d lost her earth power but she still liked to garden. I suspected it was because she was hoping that by trying extra hard she could get it back, and no one had the heart to tell her that it didn’t work that way. Although Ren had lost his water ability, he was still an expert swimmer, and on most days he could be found at the lake.

      I’d grab Jasmine first; she was the closest right now.

      The large staircase took me down to the main entrance of the academy. I needed to cross another wing, then I could use the rear doors to the training field. As I came around the corner to the main corridor that led to the dining hall, I nearly collided with a girl of long, curly, strawberry blond hair. She just stood in the middle of the corridor, facing one of the walls. I didn’t recognize her. She must’ve been one of the new recruits, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to be in this part of the academy, since Prometheus was still taking the group for a tour of the grounds.

      “Hey,” I called to her.

      She didn’t flinch or speak.

      “Are you lost?” I reached out to touch her shoulder, trying hard not to startle her.

      Slowly, she turned around, and I nearly stumbled backward when she glanced at me. Her eyes were a dark green, like an emerald. I’d never seen eyes like that, yet it was the way they seemed to look right through me that filled me with unease… as if I wasn’t even there. I swore to the Gods she never even blinked. It was rather spooky, and unnerving.

      “Are you one of the new recruits?”

      The girl didn’t answer. She just kept staring at me—well, through me—causing me to suppress a shudder.

      Not knowing what else to do, I snapped my fingers in front of her face, and that seemed to wake her.

      Her brow furrowed, her dazed gaze finally seeming to focus. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the west wing. Are you supposed to be here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay. Tell you what, I’ll lead you back to the group. I’m pretty sure they are still out on the grounds.”

      Unable to say anything else, she just licked her lips, green eyes narrowing on me.

      “I’m Lucian. What’s your name?”

      “Cassandra.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cassandra. Where are you from?”

      “Kios.”

      I nodded. “I know a few people from Kios.”

      She continued to stare at me as she gave me one-word answers.

      “Okay.” I gestured to the hall. “How about we go this way, and I’ll get you back to the group.” I didn’t want to be around this girl any longer, but I also couldn’t just let her wander around the academy unchaperoned.

      Cassandra turned with me to walk down the hall, but suddenly grabbed my arm harshly. Her eyelids fluttered, eyes literally rolling back into her head until there was nothing but white. My first reaction was to pull away from her, but I soon realized her body was starting to convulse. I helped her to the floor, putting my hand behind her head so she didn’t smash it on the stone tiles as she seized.

      Watching her convulse made me sick to my stomach, yet I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t cry out for help as the halls were empty, and the rooms beyond them closed. I guessed all I could do for her, was ride it out and make sure she didn’t hurt herself.

      As quick as she started to shake, she instantly stopped, but her eyes were still white as her eyelids fluttered. Her left hand grasped onto my other arm, and though her mouth opened to speak, nothing came out.

      “Cassandra? Can you hear me?”

      And then everything went blank for me.

      A moment later, I found myself sitting on my ass on the tiled floor of the west wing corridor, a few feet away from the red-headed girl. She finally sat up, blinking at me, and I noticed her eyes were back to normal.

      Her brow furrowed with confusion. “Where am I?”

      Feeling very muddled, I shook my head. A second ago I had been holding onto Cassandra while she had a seizure, and afterward everything had gone blank. Not dark, like I had passed out, but empty. I couldn’t remember how I got from touching her, to sitting a few feet away. How had that happened?

      Standing, I reached down to helped her. “We’re in the west wing of the academy.”

      She chewed on her lips, still frowning. “How did I get here?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. I found you here in the hallway.”

      “Did I pass out or something?” Her hand rubbed her head absentmindedly.

      Frowning, and just as confused, I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      “Why were we both on the floor?”

      “I wish I knew.” I stared at her. She’d had a seizure, hadn’t she? That’s what happened, right? She convulsed and I helped her lie on the floor until she stopped.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “I’m Lucian, remember? And you’re Cassandra, from Kios.”

      She nodded, her lips twitching up into a shy smile. It made me smile in return. She was cute, with her bright green eyes, and the smattering of freckles over the bridge of her nose and cheeks. She was tiny too, could easily fit into the crook of my arm. Not that I was thinking about putting her in there.

      “I’ll help you get back to the group.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      We walked together down the hall while I prattled on about the different paintings we passed along the way—more out of nerves than anything else. I wasn’t exactly sure why this girl made me nervous, but she did. I’d had goose flesh all over my body since first running into her, and it wasn’t going away.

      Something significant had happened between us. I knew it with every fiber of my being, but I just couldn’t remember. It was like waking from a bad dream, with only the feeling of dread creeping on your skin.

      A bad dream.

      That was what it had felt like. I’d had my fair share of unsettling dreams while being at the academy, especially after the battle. Sometimes I would wake in a cold sweat, my hands trembling. I supposed it was like having PTSD, like some people suffered. Not that this feeling was the same, it just felt akin to experiencing something life-altering. I didn’t know what it was, I couldn’t really identify what I was sensing, so I tried to push it from my mind.

      Instead, I concentrated on getting Cassandra back to where she belonged. That was easier to wrap my mind around right now.
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      MELANY

      I continued to watch as Persephone danced around the stone water fountain, her white robe swirling around her legs. It was as if she was mocking me and my concerns, which only made my anger rise to a boiling point with each passing second. I didn’t think she was telling me the truth about Hades. He died. I’d seen him die, so he had to have come to Elysium. Maybe she was jealous of the relationship we’d developed and was keeping me from him. Keeping him all to herself.

      “Where is he, Persephone?”

      The Goddess stopped spinning and looked at me. “Do you think I have him tucked away in some secret corner, Melany?” Her laughter irked me even more. “You really don’t know Hades if you think I could have any sway on him or tell him what to do. He is his own man and does what he wants. Even in death.”

      She was right, of course. I just didn’t want to hear it. My grief had manufactured into so much anger that all I could see was red. I was beyond the point of rational thought. “Then, you won’t mind if I just go take a look myself.”

      Whirling around with purpose, I stomped across the white marble floor to the other open door at the far side of the temple. Green pastures and sunshine extended beyond the tall stone pillars. I heard Persephone sigh loudly as I moved past her, my fists clenched at my sides.

      The closer I got to the open door the more I could see the sun and hear the birds. It was true what was written about Elysium; it was a paradise with no bad weather, and endless amounts of delicious food and drink, fields of wildflowers and fruit-bearing trees. Who wouldn’t want to spend their eternal death here?

      For a brief second, I saw a shimmer in the air around the arch of the exit as I neared it, but I didn’t think much of it. Taking a big step to go through the door, I ran into something solid, and was forced backward. I rubbed at my nose, as it stung from the bump. For sure, I thought it was going to bleed; it hurt so much from the impact.

      I wondered if I’d walked into the doorframe by accident. Maybe I’d been so distracted by the turmoil inside me that I didn’t look where I was going. Slowly, I took a few steps forward and reached out toward the space between the pillars. My hand came up against something solid. It was like glass or see through plastic, yet not like that at all. It felt strange against my skin, like sticking my hand into a buzzing, vibrating beehive.

      “What’s with the forcefield?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at Persephone, who was lounging on a sofa while causally eating grapes from a bushel.

      “You’re not dead, so you can’t move past this temple.” She waved a hand in the air. “It’s like the train station, but you don’t have a ticket to get on the train.”

      Disappointment coursed through me, and I stepped away from the door, joining her at the sofa. “If it’s like you said, and I’m dreaming, then I should be able to go wherever I want.”

      A wry smile curved her lips as her eyebrow arched. “You should know by now, Melany, that dreams and reality can merge together, and you don’t have any control over that at all.” She offered me some grapes.

      With a shake of my head, I sat on the edge of the sofa. “Why am I here then?”

      Persephone shrugged. “I don’t know this time around. I was as surprised to see you, as you were to wake up here.”

      “Can I see my parents again?”

      “No. They are where they need to be. Last time, I knew you were coming, and I planned for them to be here so you could talk to them and understand what had happened in the past.” Eating some more fruit, she observed me, then her expression changed. Frowning, she sat up, and it looked like she was choking.

      Swiftly reaching over, I patted her back—like my mom had done for me once, when I’d choked on a piece of chicken—but Persephone slapped my arm away, shaking her head. A frightened look took over her face when she turned to glance at me. My stomach churned in response. Something was going on, but I didn’t know what.

      I could feel a presence in the air, or in a way, it was more of a lack of something. Like a void. An emptiness that surrounded us on the sofa.

      “Get away!” she shouted.

      I jumped to my feet, although I was unsure if she was talking to me or not. Although, she wasn’t looking at me when she yelled, but into the vacant room.

      “Are you okay?”

      A few fat purple orbs fell from her hands, rolling across the marble tiles as Persephone started to tremble. Except, it wasn’t so much a shiver, her whole body was quivering like a tuning fork. Horror-struck, she looked at me, her eyes beseeching me to help her, but I had no idea what was happening to her.

      The Goddess’ mouth opened and closed, gulping for oxygen like a fish out of water. She reached a hand up to me, it was shaking so badly that at one point it blurred. I could see it, then I couldn’t. It was as if the very molecules that made up her body were dancing.

      “I-I… can’t… something’s wrong…” Even her voice vibrated with each word.

      Panicked, I just watched her. I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea how to help her because I wasn’t sure what was happening to her. Despite being around a bunch of magical Gods for the past year or so, I’d never seen anything like this.

      “What should I do? How can I help you?”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she tucked her arms into her sides, like she was trying to hold herself together. It worked. Her form stopped violently shaking for a moment.

      “My lifeline… I can feel it moving.”

      I frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Our lives are but threads, weaved by…”

      She started to oscillate again. This time it was her entire body, moving so quickly that she flickered in and out of my vision.

      “What does that mean?”

      “…sisters… out of time… Thanatos… ask… save…”

      Persephone’s image wavered before my eyes, like a radio broadcast trying to tune in on some static-filled station. My flesh crawled as bits and pieces of her vanished from sight, until the only thing left floating in the air were her dark, intense eyes. It was unsettling to watch, and I had to fight not to drop to my knees and retch. Finally, her eyes slowly dissolved, like ash into water.

      “Persephone?!” I whipped around, looking in every corner of the temple. Jogging in a circle, I searched for her everywhere, all the way around the fountain, peering into every crevice and alcove. “Persephone?!”

      I was completely alone. I walked to the pillars again and tested it, yet I couldn’t break through the barrier. The sun still shone, and I could hear the birds chirping, so that hadn’t been altered.

      Going out the door through which I’d entered, I left the temple, walking to the edge of the cliff. I peered out over the vast, tranquil valley, but all I could see was the stream I’d crossed, and beyond that, the sweeping fields of yellow wildflowers that seemed to go on forever. I was absolutely alone.

      “Persephone?!” I called for her once more. My voice floated on the breeze, vanishing among the rocks.

      What was I supposed to do now?

      Before the Goddess disappeared, she said something about Thanatos. It triggered me to remember the cryptic thing he’d told me when I’d saved that man’s life on the docks.

      “I have no thread for this man… It means this mortal won’t die, even though it is his time.”

      Persephone too had mentioned something about time and threads. Obviously, whatever had happened to her was connected to Thanatos in some way. I needed to talk to him.

      But first, I needed to wake the hell up.

      Leaning over the edge of the cliff, I swallowed, feeling my stomach do a few somersaults. It was one hell of a long trip down, but it was my only way out of here. Mind you, when Persephone had pushed me off the cliff last time I visited, it had catapulted me out of my death. What would happen this time?

      I supposed there was only one way to find out the answer. Victory didn’t favor cowards.

      Swallowing, I closed my eyes, and jumped off the cliff—surprised my heart didn’t explode from the fear coursing through my body.

      I didn’t remember screaming when I leapt off the edge, but I must have, because a second later I found myself laying on the floor next to the bed in Hades’ room, screaming my head off. I immediately snapped my lips shut, embarrassed, pulse still raising from the adrenaline of the fall. Jumping to my feet, I sidestepped, I was a bit woozy—not surprising, considering what I’d been through just now. My head actually hurt, and I wondered if I hit it on the nightstand when I rolled out of bed.

      Rubbing at the sore spot near my right temple, I left the room, in search of someone to ask about Thanatos and how I could talk to him. When I opened the door to the training room and walked in, it felt like wandering into the lion’s den with a piece of fresh meat wrapped around my throat, but it had to be done.

      It was pitch dark inside, and I nearly tripped over something on the floor. A ball of fire formed between my hands, allowing me to see one of the wooden combat dummies in my path. After stepping over it, I carried the fireball like a flashlight to illuminate my way into the cavernous room.

      The rustling sound of wood creaking reached me from above—the Furies must have been waking. I really hoped they weren’t angry that I’d woken them, or this might be the shortest quest for information I’d ever performed. Even though I wasn’t afraid of them anymore, it didn’t mean I was an idiot, and didn’t think they’d hurt me if they could.

      “I like the sound of your screams.” A raspy voice came from behind me. “Scared of the shadows now that Hades isn’t around to protect you?”

      I whipped around to find Tisiphone hovering in the air, slightly above my head.

      “I’m sorry I woke you, but I need to ask you something.”

      Slowly, she lowered herself to the ground, folding her bat wings behind her wide back. Tisiphone was a few inches taller than Megaera, with the same blood red eyes and crimson stains along her cheeks, so she was just as intimidating. A bit more actually, but she’d always been kinder to me. We’d even had a few laughs over the past year. Out of all the Furies, she was the one with a sense of humor. Albeit a morbid one sometimes, but still, she liked to laugh and joke around, so out of all of the sisters, I was relieved I’d woken her and not the others.

      “What do you want to ask, little Bo Peep? I bet you taste like sheep.” Her darkened tongue swept her black lips, and I had to suppress a shudder of revulsion.

      I guessed we weren’t as friendly as I thought we’d been.

      “How do I find Thanatos? I need to talk to him.”

      Her eyes widened with pleasant surprise. “You wish to speak with the God of Death?” A morbid grin stretched her features and I instantly paled, regretting my choice of words. It was obviously the wrong question to ask a demigod associated with blood, vengeance, and destruction.

      Tisiphone took a step toward me, and I moved backward. She took another step, and I did too, until I ended up hitting something solid.

      Arms came around me, and a knife pressed against my throat. “We thought you’d never ask.”
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      MELANY

      There was no doubt it was Megaera who held me from behind, her dagger pressed to my throat. Allecto was much bigger and stronger than either of her sisters. She wouldn’t need a knife to rip open my skin. Besides that, Allecto wasn’t one to play games, like the other two.

      The blade nicked my skin when I struggled a little against her hold, and I could feel the trickle of blood slowly rolling down my neck. I wanted to believe they wouldn’t kill me, but with Hades gone, I wasn’t so sure—he’d been my protective shield. The Furies weren’t known to have friends. Only enemies and victims. I was okay with being an enemy, I had lots of those, but I refused to be a victim.

      “I would let me go if I were you,” I warned, with more bravado than I was currently feeling.

      Megaera snickered. “Not happening.”

      Leaning in, Tisiphone got in my face. “You talk tough for a scared little girl.”

      “Oh, I’m not scared.” I smirked. “And I’m not a little girl.”

      “Yes, Hades saw to that, I’m sure.” Megaera pressed the knife in harder. If I moved wrong, the blade would slice me deeply. Maybe too deep to heal.

      “Jealous, Meg?” I quipped, knowing that was exactly the problem. She was the personification of jealousy. Everything she did was in response to some form of envious spite.

      Tisiphone’s laugh danced around us. “She got you there.”

      While the two of them bantered, I reached deep inside for every reserve of power I had—and I had tons to draw from thanks to my friends, who’d sacrificed their individual abilities to me so I could save the world. I was surprised the Furies couldn’t feel it humming along my skin. I did. Twenty-four hours a day.

      All the fire and lightning inside me—they would do the most damage—rose to the surface, hovering there just on the edge, ready for me to unleash it. I could taste it on my tongue. It tasted like ash and ruin, but I didn’t have any other choice. They weren’t giving me one.

      “I’ll give you one last chance to let me go,” I challenged.

      Tisiphone looked me over; I could see she was reconsidering their move. Maybe she saw the boiling power humming along my body, but Megaera wasn’t playing.

      More rivulets of blood trickled down my throat while she pressed the knife a little deeper, a little closer to my main artery. “Not going to happen. I’m going to have my—”

      I didn’t let her finish.

      What seemed like a small bomb went off as I let loose everything inside me.

      Both Tisiphone and Megaera were blown backward, no less than ten feet in either direction. The stench of burnt hair and flesh filled the room. It burned my nostrils as I stood there, quaking from the release of power. It was almost sexual with how it made my body and mind feel. I knew I should’ve been ashamed of that response, but I was past the point of caring about pleasantries.

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, and the remnants of flames snuffed out of my fingertips. Lightning still coiled along my body, following the lines of my many scars. I probably looked like one of those static electricity balls. The energy of it lit up the room.

      Tisiphone and Megaera’s grunts of pain echoed in the training room while they moved on the floor, both likely trying to gauge their injuries, which I suspected were plenty. I’d lessened the blow toward Tisiphone, but I’d definitely given the green-haired Fury my full attention. She deserved it.

      “You fucking bitch!” Megaera managed to shriek. “You burned off my wings.”

      Facing her, I saw she was right. Where there had once been large fearsome leathery wings jutting out of her back, were now a few broken pieces of cartilage and melted membranes hanging grotesquely from her singed body.

      “I warned you to let me go,” I reminded with a bit of an arrogant smirk. “Twice.”

      Megaera had the nerve to stumble toward me, her hand raised menacingly. Her dagger had been fused with the skin of her palm from the heat of my blast. “I’m going to kill you!”

      Before she could reach me though, Allecto jumped from the rafters and landed right between us, effectively cutting off her sister. “Stop,” she growled. “Haven’t you had enough, Sister?”

      “Look what she did to me!” Megaera splayed out her arms to show that her clothes had been burned off, and her skin singed to black. All her green hair was gone, just a few tendrils still remained hanging along her face.

      However, the worst of it was her chest. It had been scorched so badly that I could see her flesh and ribs beyond the torn flesh. My stomach roiled in response. How could a body sustain that much damage and still function? How could Megaera still be alive? I hadn’t planned to kill her, but with that amount of fire power coming out of me, it should have.

      “Quit whining,” Allecto snapped. “It was self defense. You were going to slice open her neck.” She gestured toward Tisiphone who had stumbled closer, her wings also burnt but not anywhere near the level of Megaera’s injuries. “You don’t hear Tis bitching about it.”

      Megaera gave off one final shriek of frustration and anger, then stomped out of the room.

      “Go see if Charon has any ointment,” Tisiphone called after her, then sat down on the floor with an audible grunt of pain. I was thankful that she seemed to accept that what had happened was fair play between us.

      My body still sparkled like a live wire, but I wasn’t bursting at the seams any longer. Still, Allecto took a distancing, respectful, step away from me. She was the smart one out of the sisters.

      “So, you still have your friends’ powers.”

      I sighed. “Yup. I’ve been trying to give them back but so far, no joy.”

      “Does it hurt?” Allecto asked.

      “Every day.”

      She nodded, as if that gave her some sort of satisfaction, then licked her black lips. “Why do you need to talk to Thanatos?”

      “Something’s going on topside and in Elysium.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Elysium? You went there?”

      “In my dreams. At least I think they were dreams. I don’t know anymore.” Exhaustion started to creep in, and I rubbed a hand over my face, but I was afraid to go back to sleep. “I don’t really know what’s going on, but twice now, I’ve heard the words threads and time. And it was suggested to me that Thanatos might have some answers.”

      Allecto glanced at Tisiphone. Something, some kind of knowing exchange passed between them. “Normally, I would tell you to travel along the river Styx, past the Asphodel Meadows and Mourning Fields, to the entrance of the Cave of Sorrow to find Thanatos, but I’ve heard that he’s not been there for some time now.”

      My brows deeply creased. “I take it that’s not normal.”

      “Gods no, that’s not normal.” Allecto’s fire-red ponytail swung with the shake of her head. “Thanatos usually mopes around his little cave until he needs to pop out and grab a soul or two. But now he’s supposedly not there at all.”

      “I saw him a couple days ago, topside, when some guy nearby had a heart attack. I went to help the man, but honestly, it didn’t take much. He was dead, or should’ve been, and Thanatos showed up, but he didn’t take the soul. The man just sat up like nothing had happened.”

      Allecto’s frown deepened. She wandered over to the weapons’ wall and pulled a bo staff down from it, twirling it around in her hands. I could tell that she was thinking, and the action helped her. It was her fidget spinner.

      “We could talk to Hypnos, to see if he’s seen his brother,” Tisiphone suggested.

      “Who is Hypnos?” I asked.

      “The God of Sleep, duh.” She shook her head.

      “Where can I find him?”

      “We’ll go talk to him. You should leave the underworld,” Allecto interjected.

      “No. I’m not leaving.”

      “You came to find Hades. He’s not here, as you have seen,” she retorted. “You’ll be safer topside, back at the academy.”

      “I’m not scared of—”

      Spinning the bo staff over my head, she rested it along my shoulder. “Megaera will get her revenge. Believe me.”

      I swallowed. I did believe her, as she was the epitome of vengeance. She knew more than anyone else the levels mortals, demigods, and Gods went to get retribution.

      “Neither Tis or I will be able to stop her now.”

      “I can protect myself.” I lifted my chin.

      “Obviously,” Tisiphone sneered.

      “But that’s no way to live, Melany,” Allecto reminded. “Trust me, I know. You are better off at the academy. After we talk to Hypnos, we will let you know what he says.”

      “Besides,” Tisiphone added, “If Thanatos isn’t here, he’s somewhere up top, wandering the lands.” She chuckled. “Reminds me of The Black Death. During that time, Thanatos never came back home. He was much too busy.”

      My chest grew tight at the thought. Was that what was happening? He was preparing for a global plague? I shook my head. That couldn’t be it.

      “Fine, I’ll go back, but I want to know immediately what Hypnos said about Thanatos.”

      “Sure thing, mistress Melany.” Tisiphone snorted.

      “If Thanatos is wandering around, how do I find him?” I asked.

      Tisiphone got to her feet, stumbling for a moment but steadied herself. I almost felt bad for injuring her. Almost. She had been intent on killing me, so I did what I had to do to protect myself.

      “You find him, like any normal person does.” She grinned at me. Half her upper lip was missing and her teeth poked through it. It was grotesque, making me want to look away. “You die.”

      Allecto’s staff spun around again, nearly hitting me with the tip. “Or you kill a bunch of people. Either way you’ll get his attention.”

      “I’m not killing anyone. I’m not a monster”

      “It hasn’t stopped you before.” Tisiphone made a face. “I remember you killing a few people during the war. Like that dark-haired girl. What was her name? Revana?”

      My scars flared up as a mixture of anger and sorrow filled me. Revana’s death was one of many of my regrets. “I didn’t kill her.”

      Tisiphone squinted from the white glare and shrugged, her shoulder looked dislocated. “Sure, little girl. Whatever you tell yourself to muddle through the day.”

      “Whatever. I’m done talking to you.” I closed my hand, snuffing out the fire that I’d subconsciously started in my palm, and moved toward the door.

      “See you later,” Tisiphone called after me, hers and Allecto’s laughter trailing after me.

      I decided to take their advice and leave the underworld… for the time being. I’d be back once Megaera calmed down and didn’t want to rip out my innards to eat them. Although I wasn’t entirely sure that time would ever come.

      To be safe, I’d leave and return to the academy. I didn’t find what I was looking for, there weren’t any answers for me down here, at least not right now.

      On the way out, I ran into Charon. “I’ve got to go, Charon, but I’ll be back.”

      He reached for me, wrapping his skeletal fingers around my wrist, but I was pretty sure it was a gesture of kindness and not a threat. He tugged me a little closer to him. “When you’re ready, this place will be waiting,” he whispered in my ear. “Lord Hades always meant it to be yours.”

      Eyes widening, I gaped at him. There was no way that was true. I couldn’t possibly be the mistress of the underworld. Yet deep down inside, I felt a spark of joy. Happiness. Something I hadn’t thought I deserved. Maybe this was always where I was meant to be.
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      LUCIAN

      I stood in darkness alone, confused. It was how a lot of my dreams started. Followed by me walking into a scene from a memory. Most times it was of the battle, but sometimes, as a reward, it was of a moment between Melany and me.

      This time, however, a voice came out of the shadows. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female. It just resounded around me with force. Power. Compulsion.

      “Look!” the voice shouted. “See!”

      “See what?!” I was about to shout in return, when a quick series of images flooded my mind. Nothing I could fully discern. Just quick snippets of brightly lit rooms, green fields, wildflowers. It was like scrolling through photos on a cell phone. It was going so fast that my stomach churned. Nausea enveloped me and I thought I was going to throw up. Suddenly, the images stop moving, and one completely encompassed me. So much so, that I was transported there, and was now in a vivid dreamscape.

      Everything around me was bright. Warm sunshine poured over me, and the stone bench I sat on inside a lush garden. At first, I thought it was the garden here at the academy, but it was bigger, denser, prettier. The sky above was as blue as a robin’s egg, just like it was at the academy, but here it seemed bluer, brighter, more vivid. There were clouds, yet they weren’t above in the sky but floating below me.

      I sensed I was waiting for something, or someone. The flutter of anticipation filled my stomach and I nervously ran my hand over the cotton of the beige pants I wore. I wasn’t alone, not really. There was movement around me, but I couldn’t quite make out the shapes of those nearby. Their laughter reached me though, their happy voices—both male and female.

      When a form came out from the large white and gold temple near me, I got to my feet. That was who I’d been waiting for. I knew it deep down in my gut. I felt the smile blossoming on my face as the person came into view. It was a tall man, with golden waves not unlike my own. He too smiled.

      “Owen,” I greeted.

      My brother embraced me, patting me on the back. “Baby bro. I’m so happy to see you again.”

      It had been over four years since I’d seen my older brother, because he’d been called to the academy four years before I had. My family hadn’t heard from him again, which was how it went for those recruited into the Gods’ Army. When you answered the call, you agreed to give everything up, including your family—or that was how it worked when Zeus was in power. Although, I wasn’t sure if that was going to change now that Prometheus was at the head of the academy again.

      Owen pulled back, and looked me over. “You’ve gotten muscles.”

      Laughing, I pushed him. “I’ve always had muscles, you ass.”

      “Yeah, but not as big as mine.” He flexed his large bicep like an idiot. He’d been doing that ever since he hit puberty at fourteen.

      Gods, I missed him. I hadn’t realized how much until this moment.

      After lowering his arm, he looked around, and his expression changed. It got hard, serious. Taking a hold of me, he pulled me out of the garden, and into a shadowed area near a copse of vast olive trees. A vulture squawked from a nearby tree, followed by the bleat of a couple of baby goats.

      “What are you doing here, Lucian?”

      I frowned. “I’m here to see you. Prometheus let us come to Olympus. It’s part of our final training.”

      “You can’t be here, Brother. It’s too dangerous.”

      “What? Why? I don’t understand.”

      “I can’t explain it, but there’s something wrong with time in this place. It may only feel like an hour here, but it could be years down on earth.”

      With his statement, I remembered Melany saying something to me about time when she was in the underworld. A few days for her had been a few weeks for me at the academy.

      “You need to go back.” Urgency filled his eyes, and he grabbed both my arms. “There’s something wrong with all of it. Something’s broken. Humanity needs you to fix it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will… find her… She will help you…”

      His voice trailed off, and I had trouble seeing him. It looked like he was fading, dissipating into mist. I reached for him, but my hands only grasped the fog.

      “Owen!”

      I jolted out of sleep, and sat ramrod straight in my cot. My heart thundered against my ribcage, making it hard to breathe. I sat there, staring into the darkness of my room, trying to calm my body and mind.

      It had only been a dream. That was all. As I repeated that mantra in my mind, the vivid images in my head started to fade a little. I hadn’t thought about my brother, Owen, in years. Not since he left home to come train for the Gods’ Army. When I was called, I assumed we would’ve been reunited, but that hadn’t happened.

      Until now?

      I shook my head. No, it was a dream. It hadn’t been real.

      My startled gaze dropped to my hands, sure that my fingers had touched him when he hugged me. I could still feel the remnants of his brotherly embrace on my chest and back, where he had patted me. The tickle of his hair against my cheek had seemed so damn real.

      Licking my lips, I noticed my throat was also dry, as if I’d been shouting. I swung my legs over my cot and set them firmly on the floor, hoping the feel of the cool tiles would ground me. It did a little so I stood, walking to the closet, and sliding on a new pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. The ones I’d slept in were damp with sweat.

      Despite the late hour, I felt awake and restless. I didn’t think I’d get any more sleep than I’d had already. The experience clung to me like prickly vines, and I was having trouble shaking it off. It was the most vivid dream I’d ever had. It felt more like a memory than something conjured from my subconscious.

      Sliding open the window in my room, I climbed up onto the sill to overlook the lands of the academy. My room was in Zeus’ Hall, so it sat high up, several stories above the ground in the tallest tower.

      Inhaling a deep breath of cool, early morning air, I dove off the ledge, feeling my wings shoot out of my back as I plummeted to the earth. Much like a parachute, they slowed my descent, until I flapped them a few times and rose back into the sky. Out of all the powers I’d developed here, flying was my number one love. Nothing felt as invigorating, more freeing, than soaring through the open air on your own steam, the wind blowing on your face and through your hair. It was perfection.

      I flew up over the spires, swooping down toward the woods and lake, its dark waters a large, black ink blot on the ground. The area around it had become a place of solace for me over the past year. It was also where Melany and I had gone several times when we wanted to be alone. Thoughts of her entered my mind as I touched down on the rocky shore, wondering where she had gone off to again. You’d think after this long I’d be used to her sudden disappearances, but they still sucked.

      They hurt too, even though it was arrogant to think they had anything to do with me.

      Picking up a couple of stones I skipped them along the lake’s tranquil, glass-like surface. My record so far was only four skips, though Melany always beat me with at least five. Once, she got seven skips. I was pretty sure that was a world record or something.

      “You don’t hold the rock right.”

      The unexpected voice made me whirl around to find Melany walking out of the woods; a swath of moonlight lit up her face and hair. In her dark clothes, with her black wings, she lived up to the name of Dark Angel of Pecunia. Although she’d hate to hear it.

      My first instinct was to go to her, wrap her in my arms and kiss her. She’d been gone a few days, but if she was where I’d thought she’d gone, it would’ve only been a night for her. So, I refrained, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate my neediness for her. I hated how we had parted and I wanted to mend things with her, but that had been her problem with me. My tendency to bow to her every whim. This time I wouldn’t bend. I would stand here and pretend it didn’t matter, that I hadn’t been hurting while she’d been gone, even if it was killing me.

      “Sure I do.” Determined, and glad she was back, I curled my index finger around the side of the flat rock, showed her, then flung it out over the water. The stone touched the surface four times, making a plinking sound, then sunk. I groaned.

      Chuckling, Melany picked up a flat rock from the ground, curled her fingers around it and flung it, snapping her wrist. The rock skipped across the water six times. She turned to me and took a bow.

      Laughter escaped me. I hadn’t seen her this lighthearted in months. It was nice.

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” I eyed her curiously. “How about you?”

      She shook her head. “I wonder if that’s just how it will be for us forever.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope not. I used to love to sleep in.”

      “Me too. Some days I would sleep so long that Sophia would check in on me to make sure I was still breathing.” Her face darkened a bit with the memory of her adoptive mother, but I was glad that she talked about her. She needed to, she bottled too much inside of her.

      It wasn’t only her powers that were bubbling at the surface, waiting to explode.

      Turning to the side so she couldn’t see my face, I threw another rock across the lake. “Where did you go?”

      “The underworld.”

      “I thought all the portals were closed to you.”

      “They are, but I found another way in.” Melany gestured to the trees, and I knew what she meant.

      “You saw Hecate? I thought her tree had been destroyed.”

      “Her tree is gone, but I found a way through the stump, and reached the underground tunnel you told me about.” She shrugged. “I didn’t see Hecate though. She must not be around anymore.”

      I nodded. I hoped the witch found another tree to inhabit. Like many of the Gods in this realm she was born to darkness, but she wasn’t malicious. She’d helped me when I went looking for Melany, and she’d fought with us in the war against Zeus. Hecate had paid a price for that, like we all had.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I don’t know. Sort of. I saw Cerberus, Charon, and the Furies. They’re all still living in the hall.”

      “How were they?”

      “Angry, vengeful, impossible to deal with. So, the usual.”

      A soft laugh rumbled in my chest, but there was still one thing I really needed to know. “Was it worth it going down there? Do you feel better?”

      Her shoulders swiftly rose and fell. “I don’t know. To be honest, Lucian, I’m not sure I’ll ever feel better. What’s that supposed to mean, even? Better than what?”

      I didn’t answer, mostly because I didn’t know what to say to that. I wasn’t sure there was even an answer.

      “Hungry?” My gaze lifted to the pinkened sky. “The caf should be serving breakfast by now.”

      She nodded. “I could go for some pancakes.”

      I reached out my hand to her and with a soft smile, she took it. We flapped our wings, slowly rising into the air together. Her smile suddenly turned into a wicked grin. “Race you!” She was off like a shot.

      Swirling in the air, I had to work extra hard to catch up to her, but when I did, it was like old times. We swooped around each other, taunting and teasing the other, and my heart swelled with a hope I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      I knew it wouldn’t last, but for now, it was enough.
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      MELANY

      After eating a huge stack of pancakes with syrup and whipped cream in Lucian’s company, I felt like I could get through the next few days. It was just us in the dining hall, and it had felt great.

      However, now that the new recruits were here, I had a job to do. We all did.

      Lucian was teaching hand-to-hand combat alongside Heracles. Jasmine was helping Artemis with bow lessons. Georgina was working with Demeter in the gardens, to help supply herbs to both Chiron for healing, and Dionysus for his radical potions and tinctures. Despite not having his water powers, Ren still possessed expert sword handling so he was helping Athena teach weapons training, since Ares no longer taught at the academy and was locked away with Aphrodite in Tartarus.

      I was on my way across the academy grounds to the separate building where the elementals were taught. Because I had destroyed Zeus, they thought I would be the best person to teach how to create, handle, and manipulate lightning, since none of the other Gods had an affinity to it.

      Technically, the cyclopes could control lightning too, and in particular, Brontes, the eldest of the giant beings, had created Zeus’s lightning bolt for him. The issue was, Prometheus thought Brontes was much too big, standing at ten feet or so, and didn’t really speak much to be able to train the students. So, it was left up to me. I wasn’t convinced I was the best person to teach anyone anything to be honest, especially not in my chaotic state.

      The large stone structure stood tall as I stepped inside, and was immediately greeted by inquisitive stares. It seemed that the other four instructors—Poseidon, Hephaistos, Demeter, and Erebus—had been having a little meeting about me and my ability to give this class.

      “Hey, Melany,” Demeter welcomed with a head nod.

      “Hey.” I gestured to their little gathering. “Something I should be aware of?”

      Poseidon harrumphed, stomping off toward the large water tank in the far part of the arena. Out of all of them, I knew he was the most pissed that I was involved in academy business. Zeus was his brother, and they’d been… not necessarily close—I didn’t think the Gods really did close family relationships—but they had been allies to a certain extent. Poseidon hadn’t fought against me and my friends per say, but he hadn’t been on our side either.

      Hephaistos grunted his usual greeting, then limped over to his large firepit, where he had recruits holding fire and learning how to control it. Demeter sauntered over to her garden, filled with huge trees, vines, and flowers to play with, as well as a bunch of rocks.

      Erebus was the only one who came over to talk to me. Well, he actually floated over, as he was perpetually surrounded by misty black shadows. As usual, he was dressed like a Victorian era vampire, resplendent in a top hat sitting jauntily on top his long black hair, frilly shirt, tails, and carrying a black and silver-tipped cane.

      “Welcome, Melany,” he greeted, his voice like a whisper along my skin.

      “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “It’s going well, thank you. Are you ready to do this?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think I really have a choice at this point.”

      “No, probably not.”

      “Have any tips?”

      He grinned, revealing filed down canines. It was like he went out of his way to look the part of the creepy undead. “Yeah, don’t kill anyone and you’ll be fine.”

      “Awesome tip. Thanks.” I gave him a dirty look, then climbed the stairs to the top platform where the lightning rods were positioned. I’d need them to harness my lightning power so the new recruits could utilize it.

      It wasn’t long before the doors opened, and the stream of new recruits filed into the building. Demeter greeted them below, splitting them into groups of five to go to each elemental station—fire, earth, water, shadow, and lightning. I was actually nervous as four wide-eyed recruits climbed the stairs to me. I wasn’t a teacher; I was a barely functioning person.

      My gut started to hurt again. Like someone had punched me. Frowning, I rubbed a hand over my stomach, wondering which one of the four recruits standing in front of me was the source of my strange reaction. They all looked so unthreatening, so maybe I was mistaken.

      I looked at my four pupils, scared to death. Instantly, I recognized two of them from the group in the maze—the eager ginger haired boy, and the willowy brunette with the attitude. To round out my crew, there was a shy, quiet girl with amazing red hair, and another one who looked like she was firmly up the brunette’s perky ass.

      “So, ah, I’m going to teach you how to handle lightning,” I finally managed to stammer, after staring at the recruits for an uncomfortable amount of time.

      The brunette rolled her eyes, and right there and then she reminded me so much of Revana that I almost puked.

      “Is that how you defeated Zeus? With his own lightning?” the eager boy asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I had to use all the elements to defeat him. It was only my combined power that was able to stop him.”

      “You mean the abilities you stole,” the brunette murmured under her breath.

      Obviously, she was going to be a big problem.

      Stepping forward, I didn’t stop until I was only a foot away from her, staring her down. We were around the same height. I was slightly impressed that she didn’t back away or lower her gaze.

      “I didn’t steal anything. The powers were gifted to me by my friends.” I glanced over at her hanger-on, who had taken a huge wide berth by now, then back to her. “I’d be careful if I were you, as I’m quite certain you are, like, so close to not having any of those. It would be a shame, as friends are really all that matter in a place like this. It’s the thing that will keep you alive.”

      She swallowed at that, but remained defiant. “Whatever.”

      “Melany? Everything okay up there?”

      Moving away from her, I looked down at Hephaistos, who was glowering up at me—his group of students all gaping along with him.

      “Yup.” I gave him the thumbs up. “It’s all good.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but he went back to his firepit and flames.

      I whirled around, startling my group—yes, I sometimes got a kick out of scaring the crap out of people—then went back to stand near the two electrical rods.

      “Okay, let’s do this.” My hands clenched into fists, bringing my lightning power to the surface, until there were white sparks zipping around my fingers and wrists. “Not everyone is going to be able to produce lightning, but you should be able to hold it, even if it is for a few seconds.”

      “Will it hurt to hold it?” the now-not-so-eager boy asked.

      “It can,” I answered honestly. There was no point in lying to them. “But you can let go of it any time you want.” I nodded to him. “What’s your name?”

      “Flynn.”

      “Okay, Flynn. You’re up.” I set my hand onto one of the rods and released the lightning.

      He swallowed, but stepped up next to the rod; his hand shook when he reached for it. I immediately grabbed it, and settled it onto the rod, my palm covering his. He tried to break away, but I held him steady.

      “It’s okay. It won’t kill you. You have the ability to control it inside of you. Trust in that.”

      As he processed that I felt him start to relax, and I saw the second he noticed the lightning embracing his fingers. His eyes bugged out, but he smiled. I could relate, I had the same feeling when I knew I could control the lightning.

      “Oh, my Gods! That’s so cool,” he gasped.

      “Yes, it is.” Releasing him, I let him absorb the power.

      After he finished, the hanger-on stepped up to the plate. Her name was Amber. I set her hand on the rod. She didn’t last as long as Flynn had, but I could tell she realized it wasn’t as horrible as she thought it was going to be. Next, was miss snarky pants, whose name was Siobhan.

      When I reached for her, she pulled away from me. “I can do it on my own, thanks.”

      “Great. Have at it.” I gestured to the rod.

      She bit her lip, mustering up the courage while I watched her, and after a few moments she set her hand on the rod.

      “Shit!” she hissed, snatching her hand back.

      “Not as easy as it looks, huh?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me, likely suspecting that I’d increased the power without even touching it. It was true. I did. I had to get my kicks somewhere. Nothing was any fun anymore.

      Last up was the shy girl, who murmured her name was Cassandra. I’d never seen someone so timid in my life. She flinched back when I reached for her. It was so bad that I worried that maybe she’d not had a good childhood.

      “It won’t hurt you.”

      She nodded, letting me cover her hand with mine, and set it on the rod. I deliberately toned down the voltage for her. I didn’t want to scar the poor girl on the first day. If she was going to get through the academy, that would come later.

      Within seconds, her eyelids started to flit, and her eyes rolled back into her head. Her whole body began to shake. I took her hand off the rod and she immediately collapsed to the ground, convulsing.

      Shit. Did I just kill this girl?

      “A little help!” I called out as I crouched beside her, setting my hand behind her head so it didn’t smack into the floor.

      A moment later, Hephaistos, Demeter, and Erebus flew up to the platform and landed softly next to us. I didn’t know where Poseidon was, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt, assuming he was swimming deep inside the water tank with his recruits and hadn’t heard my cry for help.

      “Well done, Melany,” Erebus shook his head. “You killed someone.”

      “She’s not dead. She’s having some kind of seizure.”

      Demeter settled beside me. “Let me.”

      As the Earth Goddess placed her hand around Cassandra’s head to keep it still, I pulled away. I knew Demeter possessed some healing abilities. You couldn’t be tied to the earth and not mend or restore. That was why Georgina was a good healer. Although I’d taken her ability to manipulate plants and the ground itself, she still had the capacity to heal the sick and fix the injured. We had all learned how to heal with potions and tinctures, crazy concoctions brewed by Dionysus. Even I had some skill, but not like Georgina, and definitely not like Demeter.

      After a few more minutes, Cassandra stopped seizing, and Demeter settled her head gently on the floor. She carefully patted the girl’s cheek, until her eyelids slowly fluttered open. At first, her eyes rolled around, trying to focus, then they lasered in on me, and I felt really unsettled.

      “Wh-what happened?”

      “She almost killed you.” Siobhan smirked.

      “I didn’t try to kill her,” I sputtered. “If I was trying to kill her, she’d be dead. I don’t make mistakes.” I glared at the brunette, hoping she heard the underlying threat weaved inside my words.

      Demeter helped the shy girl sit up. “Do you remember anything before you ended up on the floor?”

      “The last thing I remember was Melany saying it wouldn’t hurt. Then it all went black.”

      “I’m going to take you to the infirmary so Chiron can do a bit of a check up on you.” Demeter pulled Cassandra to her feet.

      “Okay,” she murmured.

      After they left, Siobhan, Flynn, and Amber all stared at me.

      I made a face. “What?”

      “Can we be dismissed?” Amber asked.

      “Yeah, go.” I waved them off swiftly.

      Hephaistos ended up cancelling all the rest of the training. There were some disappointed groans, but most—after seeing what had happened to Cassandra—seemed relieved to be let off the hook. I didn’t blame them. I was relieved too. The thought of going through that with another twelve recruits made me feel queasier than I’d felt before this started.

      When everyone was gone, Hephaistos shook his head at me. “I told Prometheus that you weren’t ready to teach.”

      “Hey, that wasn’t my fault. I swear. I think there’s something wrong with that girl.”

      Hephaistos just sniffed then walked away from me, until I was standing on the platform by myself. Erebus had gone back to his shadows, and Poseidon just glared at me from the edge of the water tank.

      I didn’t want to be a stupid professor anyway. It was way too much work with no reward. Unfurling my wings, I glided down, then stomped out of the building. I had other, more important things to do. Like find Death and uncover what was going on with the freaking threads. All this other stuff was just a distraction.
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      MELANY

      Once I walked out and crossed the grounds to get to the main building, I saw a continual wisp of shadows keeping in time with me. As I watched Erebus float in and out of my peripheral vision, it gave me an idea.

      I stopped walking. “Do you want to help me with something?”

      The shadows stopped moving as well, and Erebus stepped out of the swirling dark fog. “Depends on what it is.”

      “I need to find Thanatos.”

      He frowned. “Why in Gods’ sake do you want to find him?”

      “Because I think there is something going on with time and death that could affect everyone.”

      His expression darkened as he considered the gravity in my words. “How do you think I can help?”

      “According to the Furies, Thanatos isn’t in the underworld, so that means he must be somewhere on earth.”

      “The world is a huge place.”

      “I know, but you could help me zip through the shadows to anywhere within seconds.” I tried to play to his ego, of which he had an abundance. “I can’t ask anyone else, you’re the only one who would be able to help me pull this off.”

      A spark of intrigue danced in his eyes with my suggestion. “What do I get out of this?”

      “Fun. I mean, when was the last time you had any? Besides that, you have nothing else going on right now since classes were cancelled.”

      “What’s wrong with your shadow traveling skills?”

      For a moment, I hesitated in answering but sighed. “Since Hades’… since the battle they’re rusty. I don’t always get to where I’m going.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, your ties to him were strong.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to know if you can go on this little quest with me or not.”

      He shrugged. “Sure, why not? I’ve been meaning to visit this cute, little, vintage clothing shop in Romania for some time now.”

      “Great, you shop while I look for Death.”

      He held out his hand to me. After a brief hesitation, I took it, and he pulled me into his shadow cloud. We were instantly plunged into darkness.

      “Where to first?” he asked, with a cock of his magnificently sculpted eyebrow.

      “I don’t know. I guess to Pecunia. That’s the last place I saw him.”

      “All right. Let’s go.”

      The mist surrounding us started to swirl, until we were inside a foggy tornado. When it dissipated, we walked out into sunlight and rows of tombstones. Erebus had taken us to the Pecunia town cemetery. That was not what I’d expected.

      “Why did you bring us here?”

      “We’re looking for Death, makes sense we start in one of his favorite type of places.” He tipped his hat. “We could go to the morgue if you like instead?”

      “No, this is fine.”

      As I looked around, I spotted a small group of people gathered halfway across the graveyard. They were all dressed in black. A few heads turned toward us, and I felt horrible. Erebus and I had crashed a funeral.

      Noticing them as well, Erebus started walking their way, but I rushed to his side and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Thanatos might be among the mourners. In the past, he loved to hang out at funerals. I’m pretty sure his favorite was Julius Caesar’s. Even I went to that one.”

      “We’re not going to bother those people.”

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      I scanned the cemetery again, looking for someone in a cloak, or hiding in the shadows. As my gaze swept the immediate area, it landed on a pale, square headstone nearby. A name was carved in the stone and flecked with gold. It read, SOPHIA SIDERIS.

      My knees nearly buckled, and I had to reach out and grab onto Erebus before I dropped.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Swallowing, I walked toward the grave on unsteady legs, stopping in front of my adoptive mother’s gravestone. The tears came freely. It was a beautiful monument to her, and I was so grateful the Demos’ had provided it for her when I couldn’t.

      I startled when I felt Erebus step up next to me and rubbed at my tears, angry that he’d seen them.

      “Your relative?”

      “My mother.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” I wiped the last of the teardrops, touched the top of the headstone, then turned. “He’s not here. Let’s keep looking.”

      “Okay,” he conceded with a wave of his hand, and we were instantly enveloped in shadows.

      For the next six or more hours, we jumped from country to country, town to town. We stopped at every cemetery, morgue, and hospital we could find. Any place that dealt with death and the dying.

      In London, we popped into a car crash that had just happened. There were two people laying on the road bloody and broken. I thought for sure they were both dead, but after a few minutes, I could see them start to move around. The EMT was definitely as surprised as I was.

      Erebus insisted we stop at the vintage shop in Romania, and the owners—an old husband and wife team, I assumed—beamed when we opened the door. The little bell above chimed announcing our arrival. In an excited stream of Romanian greetings, they came at the shadow God and grabbed his hands, shaking them profusely.

      Gesturing to me, he answered in their language, and I heard my name. The couple’s gaze swept me over, obviously not too impressed, then went back to showering Erebus with attention. While they brought out various clothes for him to look at, I walked through the shop, checking out the different period pieces.

      My eyes fell on a dark blue, suit jacket and I halted. It reminded me so much of Hades that it was like a punch in the gut. Had he shopped here?

      I couldn’t imagine it. I mean, it was hard to think that Gods needed to buy anything. Wouldn’t they just have it made for them with a snap of their fingers? Although, when Hades had taken me to Nice, we did go to a tailor, who made me the most beautiful dress and hat. Hades had mentioned something about using the tailor for his own suits.

      “I want to go to Nice,” I blurted out to Erebus.

      His eyebrows came up at that. “Why do you think Thanatos would be there?”

      “I don’t know, I just want to go.”

      “Okay. Give me a minute, while I pay for all of this and send it back home.”

      A few minutes later, after hearty goodbyes from the shopkeepers, Erebus and I stepped back into the shadows.

      When we came out into the public square in Nice, my heart was racing. All the memories from being here with Hades rushed back to me. It was stupid of me to think that Hades would be here, but it didn’t stop me from scanning the crowd milling about for a handsome, dark-haired man in a gorgeous, three-piece blue suit.

      “I have a feeling it’s not Thanatos you’re looking for here,” Erebus murmured from beside me.

      I hated being vulnerable again in front of him. So I lifted my chin and pointed to the food cart to the left of us. “I want a couple of ganses. They’re delicious.” I walked over to the cart and grabbed a couple of the tasty pastries. Hades had bought me some when we were here before, and it had been the best thing I’d ever eaten.

      I shoved them into my mouth, but they kind of tasted like ash on my tongue now. “Let’s go. There are still a few more places we could try.” Although, I was quite certain we wouldn’t find Thanatos anywhere. It had been a dumb plan from the start.

      After a quick trip to Canada, and the Artic—Erebus wanted to watch the Northern Lights—we ended up back at the academy in the middle of the night. Everyone was asleep. Well, everyone except Demeter and Dionysus; I could hear them chatting, and the stench of weed coming from one the gardens reached me.

      I thanked Erebus for going on the fruitless quest with me, and made my way across campus, to the tiny closet of a room near Dionysus’s office that I’d been sleeping in for the past few months.

      All of my friends, even Lucian, had offered me a bed in their respective rooms, but I refused. Besides the fact that I didn’t sleep much, when I did rest, it was never peaceful. More often than not I cried out in my sleep. When I woke, I was never sure why, as I couldn’t quite grasp the dream, but I didn’t want to disturb other people’s night. Dionysus didn’t mind since he barely ever slept anyway, and he said he couldn’t really hear me over the bubbling and gurgling of his potion making machine.

      I sat on the edge of the mattress on the floor, and pulled off my boots, but didn’t bother taking off the rest of my clothes. I’d been going to bed in my clothes more times than not. I lay back on the lumpy surface, such a far cry from the luxurious pillow top mattress I had in the underworld, and tried to calm my mind so I could sleep.

      Finding Thanatos felt like it was going to be damn near impossible, but I had to keep trying. If seeing those people in that horrific car crash just suddenly get up and move around was any indication, things in the world were getting weirder. It felt like I needed to find out why.

      I closed my eyes, picturing the ocean in my mind, hearing the waves crashing against the shore. Those things had always calmed me, and I slowly started to drift away.

      Suddenly, I was in a gray fog. I couldn’t see anything around me, below me, or above me. It was like I was in a void. “Look!” a voice commanded, low and hollow while echoing around me, but I couldn’t tell if it was male or female. “See!”

      I was about to shout, “See what?” when a soft yellow glow blossomed in front of me. It grew brighter and brighter, until I could plainly see a cavern lit up by several torches along the rock walls, and white candles positioned on every flat surface there was.

      Within that warm glow were three women—I could only assume. Cloaked in long, white, gauzy robes that dragged on the stone floor, they stood with white veils over their faces, completely hiding their identities. Each veil was held in place by a crown of twisted, thorny stems. Blood spots tinged the white sheath underneath those crowns.

      One of the women leaned over an old, wooden spinning wheel. The wheel turned, spitting out a thin golden thread, which one of the other women gathered in her hands. She drew the shiny strand out, wrapping it around her hands over and over. Stopping, she held it up, so the last veiled woman could snip the line with a huge pair of shears.

      Behind them, and all around, I noticed the gold threads hanging down from the ceiling. Each one was a different length. Some were short, while others hung all the way to the ground.

      They were the Fates, and I was watching them create a life thread.

      “Hello?” I called as I moved forward. They didn’t react to my voice, nor did they glance up when I stepped into the cavern. They couldn’t see me.

      Was I dreaming? It had to be, but it felt very vivid.

      The three sisters continued to spin and cut their thread, moving around to hang each one in the cavern as they were created.

      “Oh, this one… this is a real nice thread,” one of the sisters’ clucked as she held up a particular long golden line. “This one will do great things. Great things indeed.”

      Her sister pointed to a far away spot. “Hang it over there, with the other great ones.”

      The Fate holding it shuffled across the cavern to the place indicated. Several threads brushed over her head and veiled face as she moved. When she reached the spot, she let the golden fiber go and it floated in the air, lifting up on some unseen wind, until it reached the ceiling and attached to the rock.

      “There. Perfect.” She clapped her hands, then turned back to her other sisters, but stopped to look down, where a thick cord of gold lay near the hem of her robe. Crouching, she picked it up, and splayed it through her hands. “Too bad about this one. Although his fall was predicted, it still pains me to see it.”

      The sister spinning the wheel faced her. “It is always painful to cut off such a life. Yet, even Gods cannot hide from you Atropos.”

      A God? I frowned, taking a step toward the sister who held the cut thread, wondering if there was any way I could tell who it belonged to.

      The woman measuring the golden line coming out from the wheel paused, and her head turned toward another part of the cavern. “I hear something.”

      “You should hide that thread,” the spinner urged, startled. “She’s coming for it. She wants to bring him back, and will do whatever she can to change his fate.”

      “She would not dare interrupt us,” Atropos challenged. “Not like last time. She learned her lesson.”

      My frown deepened. Who were they talking about? Who was this she?

      That time I also heard the noise coming from another part of the cavern.

      The three sisters started to panic, gathering as many threads as they could. “We need to leave,” Atropos urged.

      The spinner gestured to her spinning wheel. “I cannot leave this here. It would be dangerous in another’s hand…”

      Her voice trailed off as a thick gray mist obscured the scene, but before everything vanished, the spinner turned her head toward me. Lifting her arm, a long bony finger pointed in my direction.

      “You do not belong here!!”

      Then I was blown backward, as if hit in the gut by a wrecking ball, and landed on my ass on the hardwood floor. Stunned, I sat there for a moment, blinking away the muddiness of my vision. Eventually, I realized I was sitting on the floor of a corridor I didn’t recognize, and no longer in the Fates’ cave. It was also plainly apparent that I wasn’t in my bed either.

      Slowly, I got to my feet, rubbing my face. Had that been real? It felt real. My gaze swept the hallway. Where the hell was I? I definitely wasn’t still in Dionysus’s Hall. I was in a place I’d never been in before, which wasn’t totally odd because the academy was huge. It was comprised of classrooms, training arenas, a dining hall, a great hall, an enormous auditorium, new recruit dormitories, and twelve separate special halls belonging to the twelve Gods of the Pantheon.

      I walked down the dark corridor, taking in different things, like the twinkling lights that danced on the ceiling and across the walls. The floor was a dark hardwood, and the tapestries on the walls were mostly dark blue and burgundy. It felt like I should know who those colors represented, but it didn’t come to me, not until I came to a huge, bejeweled door about twelve feet high. Swiftly, I realized that I was in Hera’s Hall.

      I had either sleepwalked across the academy, or used the shadows subconsciously despite my troubles with them, but I’d come a long way for some reason. And that dream? Was it telling me something? Did it have anything to do with Hera? Was she the “she” the Fates had been worried about?

      “Melany?”

      I whipped around and came face to face with the Star Goddess herself. “Hey,” I said lamely. “How are you?”

      “What are you doing in my hall?”

      “Um, not entirely sure.”

      “Then I suggest you go back to your end of the academy.”

      The way she said that seemed as if I was living in the “poor man’s neighborhood” of the school. Maybe that’s how she felt about Dionysus. Demeter too, I suspected. Now that Zeus was gone, Hera thought herself to be the queen of the castle, and I supposed she was considering she’d been Zeus’s long-suffering wife.

      I tipped my head to her. “I’ll do that. Have a good night.”

      Hera’s gaze was on my back the entire time I walked back down the corridor. It bore into me like a laser beam. The long walk back to my room would give me a chance to figure out why I had ended up here in this hall and what, if anything, it had to do with my dream about the Fates. If that had even been a dream. Yet, if not a dream, then what was it?
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      LUCIAN

      The solid punch to my solar plexus sent me sailing ten feet across the training field. I landed flat on my back, forced to gulp in air. I couldn’t breathe, so I rolled onto my side hoping that would make it better. It didn’t. Thankfully Heracles was only using half his strength during our sessions, or else I would be nursing a few broken ribs right about now.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Heracles shouted at me. “That should’ve been an easy block.”

      He marched over to me as I struggled to get back to my feet, offering me his hand. I took it and he pulled me up none too gentle. “Your concentration is shit.”

      “Sorry,” I was finally able to say after filling my lungs with much needed oxygen. “My mind is on other things.”

      “You better not be thinking about Melany.”

      A simple look was my answer.

      He shook his head. “That’s all you seem to be doing lately.”

      “Well, she needs—”

      “She needs you to back off. Give the girl some space and time to heal.”

      I didn’t like that he was making too much sense. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Is it? I don’t think so.” He started back to where we’d been training, before the new recruits came for their first hand-to-hand lesson, which I was going to help teach. I kept in stride.

      “Believe me, I know women,” he assured, “I’ve seen Melany’s body language around you, and it is screaming back the hell off.”

      I didn’t doubt that Heracles knew women. There was an abundance of rumors going around the academy about his prowess with the opposite sex. One count I heard was that he’d had no less than a hundred girlfriends. That sounded like a lot, but considering he’d been around for a millennium, or two, that really was only like one girlfriend per decade.

      “She’s hurting, Heracles,” I pressed, as he handed me the padded focus mitts most boxers used. “I can’t stand to see it. I have to do something.”

      “I get it. You love her, and you want to protect her.” He slid on another set of mitts. “But sometimes loving someone is all about letting go.”

      I knew he was right, but it was still hard to hear. I wasn’t sure I had the inner courage to let her go.

      “Besides that, Melany is one of the toughest mortals I’ve ever met.” He grinned. “Even tougher than you.”

      “Oh, believe me, I don’t deny that.” I raised my gloved hands, ready to spar. “It’s just like how Athena is stronger than you.” I was teasing, of course. Athena was strong, stronger than me for sure, but I was certain Heracles could lift the world if he needed to.

      Heracles made a face. “Smarter, most definitely, especially in war strategy, but not stronger.” Heracles lifted his arm and flexed his huge bicep. “Nothing can compare to this. I mean, look at it. It’s a work of art.”

      When he did that, it reminded me of my brother Owen. A vivid image of Owen doing just that amongst the clouds popped into my mind. It was so explosive, it made me dizzy and I dropped my hands, side stepping.

      Heracles frowned. “Now what? Did you knock your head when I punched you?”

      I shook my head, more to dislodge the distracting image from my mind than anything. “It’s nothing. I’m good to go.” Showing him I was ready, I raised my hands again.

      He eyed me for a moment longer, then lifted his mitts. “All right, show me what you got.”

      I threw a couple of punches that landed firmly against his mitts. When he began to move them up and down, I had to throw an uppercut then an elbow. He kept repositioning, and doing it faster and faster, forcing me to speed.

      We went on like that until sweat dripped down my back and over my face. My arms ached from the effort but it felt good.

      “There,” he concluded as he took off the gloves. “Feel better?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Now, get your mind right. We have a class to attend to.”

      Just as he said that, the door to the academy opened and a stream of recruits came out, filing in on the field in front of us. I recognized Cassandra in the group. She stood in the back, away from the others, but I caught her gaze and gave her a reassuring smile. Her cheeks flushed a bit, and she dropped her gaze to the ground.

      I’d heard she had another seizure in elemental class—during Melany’s training. The rumor was that Melany had somehow induced the seizure. In other, less complimentary versions, it was said that Melany had tried to kill Cassandra. Of course, that was all bullshit, but after the rest of the elemental classes had been cancelled, Melany had up and disappeared again.

      You’d think I’d be used to it by now.

      Heracles gave me a knowing look, but I shook my head at him, making a face. My heart belonged to Melany. He knew that, so I didn’t know why he was busting my balls about some cute, yet strange, new recruit. I still couldn’t quite remember everything that had happened when I found her in the west wing corridor. Although, I had a sense it had been something significant. I also kept thinking about my brother Owen, and I hadn’t done that in over a year—after having reluctantly accepted the fact that I wasn’t going to see him again.

      We’d been told our whole lives that after we completed the training at the academy, and successfully went through the trials, we would transcend and go to Olympus. It was a reward we’d all hoped to receive.

      That hadn’t happened to me and my friends. We’d finished the trials, went to war, and became demigods, but no one mentioned going to Olympus. So, I really didn’t know where my brother was. That was just one of the many lies we were told by Zeus when we first arrived at the academy.

      “Form a single line!” Heracles bellowed.

      A few of the new recruits flinched and I tried not to chuckle. I remembered my first time seeing Heracles and being in his presence. It had been awe-inspiring. In a way, it still was. I was honored to call him a friend now.

      “The first thing we are going to learn in this class is stance, how to keep your center of gravity. If you perfect this, you will never be knocked off balance, no matter how you move or what hits you.”

      He’d said the same thing to my class of recruits. It gave me a feeling of déjà vu and I shuddered.

      Heracles moved to stand in front of the group and put his left leg forward, toe pointing straight, and his back foot pointing outwards. He bent his legs a little and then put up his hands to his chest, hugging his arms a little into his sides.

      “Now, from here, I can perform any kind of maneuver.” He did an upper cut, then threw two jabs, and an elbow. Then he spun around on his right foot and did a back kick, coming back to rest in the same position. His movements were so quick, his arms and legs blurred.

      I heard the gasps in the line.

      “In this stance, nothing can knock me over.” After a few more moves, he stopped. “Now, normally, we’d be inside in the training room with a couple of wooden dummies rolling out on wheels from the corners of the room, carrying bo staffs. They would take turns hitting me with those staffs, but since we have our own real live dummy.” He gestured to me and laughed, which made everyone else laugh. “We don’t need to do that.”

      My lips twitched at his jesting, but I narrowed my eyes at him instead.

      He tossed me one of the bo staffs, and with a flick of my wrist, I spun the weapon around my body as I stood in front of him, swinging it over my head expertly.

      “Uh oh, looks like someone is showing off.”

      More chuckles escaped the new recruits.

      “It’s okay, Heracles. I won’t embarrass you… too much.”

      Heracles snorted. “Do your worst.”

      He tucked his arm tightly into his body. I did another spin, then smacked him across the shoulder. The crack of it reverberated across the field, and lifted my arms as the wooden pole snapped in half. Splinters of wood rained down onto the ground, a couple even pinged me in the shins.

      Pumping his fist in the air, Heracles grinned. Classic move by him. “Ha! I’m still invincible. Nothing, not even the great Lucian, hero of the Battle of Pecunia, can knock me off balance.” He brushed off the small wood chips that clung to his shirt.

      He turned to the group. “Now, it’s your turn.”

      I could see the looks of horror on their faces at the prospect of being hit with a bo staff.

      I chuckled, remembering when Melany had spoken up during our training class, about the idiocy of being hit with a stick on our first day. She’d interested me from the moment I laid eyes on her, struggling and sputtering in the ocean off of pier six, but I think the moment she spoke up in class was when I’d started falling for her.

      Heracles ended up pairing us for the training, and I couldn’t have been more thankful. We’d been a formidable team.

      Although she frustrated me to no end, my feelings for her ran deep.

      “Don’t worry,” I assured the group, “We’re not going to be hitting you with sticks.”

      “Not yet anyway,” Heracles barked with laughter.

      “Everyone, get into the stance that Heracles showed you.” I walked down the line of recruits, inspecting the position of their legs. I stopped to correct a few, then continued.

      “Lucian and I will go down the formations, and try and push you over. Don’t let us. Whoever can stay on their feet will win a prize.”

      That produced some smiles in the group. I had no idea what kind of prize he had in mind, but knowing Heracles, it would be something like one on one training, or some kind of lifetime supply of protein powder to increase your muscle mass.

      Heracles started at one end of the line and I at the other. The first recruit, a pretty big guy, I was able to push over easily. His center of gravity was way off. He scowled, not liking how easily he had fallen. I went to the next person, a tall girl, and effortlessly moved her. I helped her back up and told her what she was doing wrong. Then I came to stand in front of Cassandra.

      She was so small, slim, and short—petite—that I was afraid to push her over, but as I looked down at her feet and legs, I saw that her stance was solid. When I went to shove her, I might have held back a little, but she barely moved.

      I smiled at her. “Good job.”

      She returned my smile, it was shy, hardly a lift of her lips, but it made me feel good to see it.

      After going through the line, only Cassandra had remained standing. She looked proud when Heracles congratulated her.

      “That’s crap,” the stocky guy I’d first shoved grunted. “He didn’t even push her.”

      I went to stand in front of him. “What’s your name, recruit?”

      “Jack.”

      “Well, Jack, you just earned yourself fifty push-ups.”

      He groaned. “That’s bullshit.”

      I took a step forward and got in his face. “Do you want to be sent home?”

      “No.”

      “Then do what I tell you, and shut your mouth.”

      I could sense Heracles moving in beside me. “Do I need to speak with this maggot?”

      Jack’s eyes got big and he shook his head, dropping to the ground and starting his push-ups.

      Heracles smacked me on the back, then moved back to stand in front of the group. “Now it’s time to pair up, and try to push each other over.”

      Before anyone moved, all heads tilted up, and some eyes got wide. One girl looked like she was going to faint. “Oh, my Gods, it’s her.”

      I swirled around to see Melany swooping in from high in the sky. My heart picked up a beat, watching her. She was like a dark bird of prey, majestic and fierce. I didn’t think the sight of her would ever not give me a bit of thrill in my gut.

      “Room for one more?” she asked as she landed.

      Heracles grinned. “Absolutely. You can pair up with Lucian, like old times.”

      While folding her large black wings into her back, she moved toward me. “Yeah, I remember knocking you down within a minute.”

      I chuckled. “I remember you cheating and sweeping my leg.”

      “Semantics.” She shrugged.

      I was happy to see her, and that she looked and sounded like the old Melany. Maybe wherever she had disappeared to, again, had done her some good. Yet, it did give me pause as well. The last time she looked this alive was when she was training with Hades in the underworld. Is that where she’d gone, back to the underworld?

      We took up positions in front of each other. We hadn’t sparred in over six months, or more. It was going to be interesting. Before I could make a move, Melany cringed, and doubled over, a hand flew to her stomach.

      Worry filtered through my pores at the sight. “What’s wrong?”

      “That feeling of dread again. It hurts.” She winced, and straightening, she turned toward the line of recruits. “I’m pretty sure it’s coming from one of them.”
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      MELANY

      “Are you sure?”

      I could hear the incredulousness in Lucian’s voice, and I hated that he doubted me.

      “I’ve only felt like this when they’re around, so it has to be.” Then I remembered that it was really bad around the four recruits I had for lightning class yesterday—Siobhan, Amber, Flynn and Cassandra—and right about now, the little redhead was staring at me with her big, odd-colored green eyes.

      Was she the source of my pain? It didn’t seem possible; she was so timid and shy.

      “Are you two going to spar or what?” Heracles asked, marching over to see what the problem was. That was when he noticed I was doubled over, clutching my stomach. “What’s wrong with you?” He got a horrified look on his face. “It’s not your lady time, is it?”

      I made a face. “No!” I straightened, the feeling of dread was starting to dissipate. “I’m fine.”

      Lucian rubbed my back, and was about to ask me if I was okay, but my pointed look stopped him. He clamped his lips together. Good choice. I really didn’t want to be coddled right now.

      “I can take you to the infirmary,” Lucian offered.

      I shook my head again. “No. You stay and finish your class. I’m going to go rest. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “Where did you disappear to yesterday?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      Lucian nodded, but I could tell he wanted to press me for answers. I appreciated that he didn’t and let me hobble off the training field. I glanced over my shoulder as I left and noticed that Cassandra was still staring after me.

      Instead of going to rest, I made my way down to the forge to see Hephaistos. I had a project I wanted to talk to him about, and I’d been meaning to get it started for the past month now, but never seemed to have a moment of peace to do it. Plus, it was the one place I knew no one else would be. They either didn’t like being squirreled away underground with heat and fire enveloping them, or they didn’t like being around Hephaistos.

      He was most definitely a grumpy old man, but I had always enjoyed his company. He was one of the first Gods at the academy that I’d considered an ally. Even when he was a jerk and mean to me. I’d always known where I stood with him.

      When I climbed up the stone steps to the highest platform where the main forge was, Hephaistos turned toward me. His eyes flashed at me from behind his blacksmithing mask, away from the roaring flames, and he scowled. “Go away. I’m working.”

      I grinned, happy to be back on familiar ground. “I missed you too.”

      He grunted and turned back to his work, forging a new sword. It was going to be a huge broad sword, by the looks of the piece of iron he was heating. I slid in next to him, careful not to get in his way. He had a tendency to throw an elbow when someone was too close to him while he was working, well, even when he wasn’t working. He’d nearly knocked Diego on his ass during one of our shield-making classes, back in first year when Diego had been talking instead of listening during class.

      I watched as he tempered the metal for the weapon; he was surprisingly gentle with his hands, and worked with an ease that only an extremely skilled craftsman could achieve. Hephaistos was an ugly man, with a broad nose and prominent forehead that always made him look like he was scowling, which I supposed was true. He also had deformed lips, and one eye was lower than the other, but he could make the most beautiful things. He was an artist in metalworking, and I hoped he would help me.

      As he took the metal out of the fire and to the anvil to forge, he gave me the side-eye. “What do you want?”

      “Can’t I just come visit my favorite God?”

      His scowl deepened. “No. You always want something when you come here.”

      I was about to argue with him, but pressed my lips tight together. He was right, and this time was no different—well, it was a little bit different.

      “Okay, but it’s not for me,” I shouted over his hammering.

      He set the hammer down, sliding the sword blade into the bucket of water next to the anvil. A long bubbling hiss came from the water as it cooled down the red-hot metal. “I’ll give you ten minutes of my time, then you can bugger off. I’ve got important work to do.”

      “I want to build a metal arm for Gina.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Hmm, I didn’t expect that. You’re not normally unselfish.”

      That made me happy. I hated being predictable. “Despite her not having her earth power, she still works in the garden, so I think having another hand would make her work so much easier.” I also hoped it would bring her out of her depression.

      He moved over to his worktable, where he had all his drafting tools like large rolls of paper and charcoal, which he used to sketch his blueprints for things. Grabbing a small roll and unravelling it over the wooden surface, he then picked up his charcoal and started to sketch. His hand moved quickly over the surface, and a few minutes later he had a detailed drawing of a mechanical arm.

      “Yes! That’s perfect.” It looked like something from a science fiction movie, with exposed metal rods that would act like tendons. It also seemed to have a cool black glove that would fit snuggly over Georgina’s elbow. “It won’t be heavy, will it?”

      “We can make it out of titanium, or a magnesium-based alloy. I’m sure I can get my hands on something that would work.”

      I wasn’t much of a hugger, but I had an urge to turn and hug Hephaistos for doing this for me. It helped to put my mind and energy on something else for a bit, while I figured out how to find answers about Thanatos and the other strange things happening. I tamped down the urge and just smiled instead. He’d hate it if I hugged him anyway.

      “When can we get started on it? I’d love to have it done in a month, it’s her birthday soon.”

      “I have to acquire the materials, but that won’t take me long.”

      I beamed at him, making him extremely uncomfortable, which just made me beam at him even more. “Thank you, Hephaistos. This means more to me than you can imagine.”

      He lifted his hand, as if he was going to touch my shoulder, but then he squeezed his hand into a fist, and dropped to the table. It made a thumping sound. “Yes, yes. Fine. Now, will you leave me alone? I’m expecting a messenger any moment.”

      He shouldn’t have said that, because now I was intrigued. “What kind of messenger?”

      “Argh, girl. You’re giving me a headache.” He shook his big head, and turned to limp away from me.

      It was a dismissal, but I kind of didn’t want to leave. I felt more at home here than anywhere else in the academy. It was because it reminded me a bit of Hades’ Hall, with all the darkness and fire—a juxtaposition of elements, just like Hades.

      “Can I just hang out here for a bit? I won’t get in the way. I can make another shield for the armory.”

      “Don’t you have friends to hang out with?” he barked.

      I didn’t answer. I did have friends, but it wasn’t the same with them anymore. Nothing was the same. I definitely wasn’t.

      “Just for like an hour. I’ll work at a different forge.” I pointed to the smaller fire pit on the second level. “I can go over there. You won’t even know I’m here.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, with what I assumed was going to be a very loud NO, but a brash noise coming from the stone ceiling drew our attention. I couldn’t quite describe the sound. A bit like scratching, or the dragging of something large and heavy across the rock.

      It came again, louder, like fingernails down a chalkboard. I shuddered and turned toward the echo. Squinting, I could make out a large chasm in the roof of the foundry. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I didn’t normally look up at the cavernous room.

      “You should leave,” Hephaistos warned as his gaze too fixed to the rocks above us.

      I could hear apprehension in his voice, so now I was way too curious to go anywhere.

      The scratching/dragging got louder and louder, the echo of it surrounding me until it felt like the sound was in my own ears. A large shadow crept across the forge floor, as something big scuttled out of the break in the stone.

      Not much frightened me. I’d faced a three-headed demon dog, a floating skeleton who served as a butler, the Furies, Hades, and even Death itself, but what emerged from the vast crack in the rocks made every hair on my body stand on end, and my guts churn.

      At first, I wasn’t sure of what I was seeing. A pale angular face, black lips, tiny pointed teeth, and long stringy black hair—not unlike one of the Furies, but that was where the similarities ended. Her shoulders were bare and wide, arms slender but muscular, small, yet noticeable breasts, then everything after no longer belonged to a human being.

      Beyond her torso was a large bulbous body—black with orange and red markings, much like tiger stripes—lined with tiny black hairs. Six spindly legs sprouted from there, very much of a spider, barbed with short hairs too.

      She scuttled even closer, until she was right above us.

      I swallowed down the bile rising in my throat, as she lowered herself on white spider silk stuck to the rocky ceiling. I had to step back a few feet to give her room to settle on the stone floor.

      “Welcome, Arachne.” Hephaistos bowed his head slightly to the human-spider creature.

      She turned her head toward me, and I saw that instead of two beady black eyes, each “eye” was made up of eight orbs, and they were all focused on me with an intensity that made me nauseous.

      “Who is this?”

      I visibly shuddered at her voice. It warbled, like a tuning fork. It made my skin itchy and I had to suppress an urge to scratch at my face.

      “This is Melany,” Hephaistos replied, giving me a look.

      I inclined my head slightly, like I’d seen him do.

      That must’ve satisfied her, because she thankfully turned back to the forge God. “I have your list.” One of her spider legs reached back toward her back end, then came away with a web-wrapped scroll. She grasped it with her human hand, handing it over to Hephaistos.

      “Thank you.” He gently tore away the silk threads, then unrolled the paper. His scowl deepened, and he glanced up at Arachne. “I don’t understand. There are no names on this list.”

      “This was what was given to me to deliver. I do not ask questions of them.” Slowly, she ascended back to the ceiling on the silk thread.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Hephaistos insisted.

      “It is not my concern. I’ve done my duty.” Once on the cavernous roof, she turned and scuttled back to the chasm, the scraping sounds of her six spider legs setting my teeth on edge. A few seconds later, she disappeared into the hollow.

      When she was gone, Hephaistos stomped over to the far part of the room, where several shelves lined the wall. It was where all the shadowboxes he’d created were stacked—lovingly side by side. I followed him, curiosity spurring my strides.

      “What’s going on,” I asked.

      He set the scroll down on the workspace, staring down at the blank page. He shook his head, rubbing at the stubble on his wide chin. “I don’t understand.”

      “What is this list?”

      “The names of those turning eighteen who are being summoned to the academy.” He ran his thick fingers over the paper. “It’s what I use to send out the shadowboxes.”

      I peered down at the scroll, realizing my name had been on that list at some point. “What does it mean when its blank?”

      “It means no new recruits are coming to the academy.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      He turned his head to glare at me. “Of course it’s a bad thing. We will always need recruits for the academy. It has been this way for two millennia.”

      “Where does the list come from?”

      Rubbing his face, he shook his head again, muttering under his breath. “What does this mean? What am I supposed to do?”

      I nudged his arm. “Who makes the list? Maybe you can talk to them.”

      “You can’t just talk to them,” he scoffed.

      “Why not?”

      “No one talks to them. It’s unheard of, you silly girl.”

      “Just because no one has done it, doesn’t mean it can’t be done.”

      He pinned me with a hard stare. “You do not understand the significance of this, girl. It alters the entire way of things.”

      “Maybe it was an error. A mistake.”

      “The Fates do not make mistakes.”
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      “The Fates?” I frowned.

      “Yes, who else do you think determines the path for every single person in the world?” Hephaistos gave me a scathing glance—like I was an idiot. “Who do you think wrote your name down on this scroll so you got your shadowbox?”

      Like everyone in Pecunia, I’d learned about the Fates through picture books and stories told in grade school. They were said to be three sisters, in some stories they were beautiful young women with cascading golden hair, and in others, old crones with wrinkled skin and decayed teeth. Clotho spun the thread of life, Lachesis measured its allotted length, and Atropos cut it off with her shears. Every mortal and God had been allotted a thread of life. Some were short, and other’s long.

      Growing up, I hated to think that there were these three unknown people somewhere in the world sitting around a spinning wheel, deciding how long I was going to live and how I was going to die. I hadn’t put much faith in fate. Not until I got that invitation to the academy inside someone else’s shadowbox.

      “I never got a shadowbox on my eighteenth birthday.”

      He waved his big hand at me. “Yes, yes, that box was intercepted, but that’s why Hades had me—” He stopped talking, then turned and walked away from me.

      I caught up to him, my heart racing in my chest. “What did Hades do?”

      He growled. “Go away. I need to think.”

      “I can help. I know something strange is going on. Both Thanatos and Persephone told me about the threads.”

      Hephaistos’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve spoken with Death?”

      I nodded. “Yes, but I need to find him again. Persephone told me he probably knows more about what is going on. He must, if something is going on with the Fates. He’d be connected to them.”

      He let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Let me handle this. It’s too big, too important for you to mess around with.”

      I gaped at him. “Really? After I saved everyone’s ass by destroying Zeus?”

      “Melany, just do what you’re told for once, and stay out of this.”

      Ha! Like that’s going to happen!

      “Sure, whatever you say, Heph.” I gave him a little salute, then made my way down the broken stone steps to the main floor of the forge.

      “You’ll be the death of me, girl,” he called from the above platform.

      I just waved my hand over my shoulder, and walked out of there, running up the twisting stone staircase to the first floor of the academy. Thankfully, no one saw me come up, so I didn’t have to stand there and waste my time explaining why I was down in the foundry.

      Now that I knew there was something going on with the Fates, it was even more imperative that I talked to Thanatos. Fate and death went hand in hand. Something catastrophic was happening, I could feel it all the way to my bones.

      Maybe there’d be something in the Great Hall of Learning about Death, and where he liked to spend his time. My stomach rumbled, and I rubbed a hand over it. Food first, though. I was obviously starving.

      As I rounded the corner, I nearly ran into the eager recruit from my lightning class, Flynn. “What are you doing skulking around?” I demanded of him.

      “I wasn’t skulking,” he sputtered. “I was looking for the dining hall and got turned around, I think. This place is huge.”

      I shook my head at his obvious awe of the place. I supposed I’d felt that way once, when I’d first stepped through the front doors and stood in the grand foyer. Zeus stood on the giant staircase, ominously telling us what we should expect. It was a bit of a culture shock to be sure.

      I decided to take pity on Flynn. “Yeah, it can be confusing,” I agreed. “All the halls here do look the same.”

      He smiled. “Right? You’d think that with all this Godly power around, they’d manage to put up a sign with flashing arrows that said Dining Hall, That Way.”

      “Maybe let Dionysus know. He loves flashing lights.” I chuckled. “I’m sure he could make a sign for that.”

      “Are you heading there too? Maybe we could walk together. I have so many questions I want to ask you. You’re like a legend in Pecunia.”

      “You’re from Pecunia?”

      He nodded, and was about to say something else, when another voice came from behind us.

      “There you are.”

      I turned to see Lucian striding down the corridor toward us. “Yup, here I am.”

      Flynn seemed incredibly nervous as Lucian approached.

      “Lucian, this is Flynn. He’s one of the new recruits, and has an affinity to lightning.”

      His eyes widened. “I do?”

      “Yup, I felt it during class.”

      Lucian held out his hand toward him. “Good to meet you, Flynn.”

      “You too,” he replied, looking about nervously. “I’ll be going. See you later.” He quickly walked away, down the hall toward the dining hall.

      “What was that all about?” Lucian asked.

      I shrugged. “Nothing. He got lost or something.”

      “I think he has a bit of a crush on you.”

      I gave him a snide look. “Not likely.”

      “Oh, I think so. I recognize that puppy-eyed look anywhere. It’s the same way I look at you.” Laughter escaped him as he wrapped his arms around me.

      I squirmed a little in his arms but I didn’t pull away. Then he kissed me and I stopped moving altogether. I leaned into him, finding familiar comfort. Something I’d been missing for a while.

      When Lucian pulled back, he searched my face. He did that a lot lately. He likely knew I was keeping so much from him. “Where did you run off to? The forge?”

      He also knew me pretty well.

      I nodded. “Yeah, there was something I needed to talk to Hephaistos about. Then the craziest thing happened.”

      “What?”

      I told him about meeting Arachne, and the shadowbox list with no names on it.

      “What does it mean?”

      “I’m not sure, but it obviously has something to do with the Fates.” I thought about my dream. Maybe it wasn’t really one, and it had been something else. A portent? A vision of the future, or of the past?

      “I also had a strange dream,” I admitted.

      His face darkened. “About what?”

      “I was in a cave, somewhere, I’m not sure where, and there were three veiled women spinning golden thread…”

      “The Fates?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m pretty sure. They were talking about someone trying to fix a thread or reweave it, I don’t know which.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know, but they mentioned ‘she.’”

      He scratched his chin. “Could be anyone.”

      “True, but the thread they were talking about belonged to a God, I am sure of that.”

      “Zeus’?”

      I shrugged. “Quite possibly.” That had been my first thought, but I also didn’t tell him that my next thought had been of Hades. “So, maybe the ‘she’ in this equation belongs to Aphrodite.”

      He made a face. “I don’t know, Mel. There are a lot of ‘shes’ who might want to see Zeus again. Hera for one. She is his wife. Artemis was pretty close to him as well. Besides that, Aphrodite’s locked away in Tartarus…”

      “Yes, but she would be the one who would benefit the most from Zeus’s resurrection.”

      “There’s no way she can escape Tartarus. Prometheus has the key.”

      “Well, they were scared of someone. I heard noises in the cave, like someone was there. They looked startled, like they were going to run or something. Then I was literally knocked out of the vision.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “I don’t know. But something is going on with Fate, and time and death.”

      His expression changed again, and he swallowed at the dire implication.

      “What?” I asked him. “You know something.”

      “I don’t know if I know anything, but I had an odd dream the other night as well.”

      “About?”

      “My brother, Owen.”

      That surprised me. Lucian had only mentioned his brother once or twice since I knew him. “What happened in the dream?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. I was in Olympus, and he was there. He mentioned something about time being broken, that I needed to fix it. Then I was being pushed out of there, and his last words were ‘she will help you’.”

      That was definitely interesting and I was sure had something to do with what I’d dreamt. “Who do you think this ‘she’ is?”

      “I have no idea.”

      I wondered if the “she” in his dream had any connection to the “she” in mine. It was possible.

      “I want to find out more about the Fates and where this cave is.”

      “We could check in the Great Hall of Learning. That’s where we found out the truth about the academy.”

      “You want to help me?”

      He smiled at me. “Of course. You don’t even have to ask. Besides, this way I can keep that love-sick Flynn away from you.”

      I gave him a side-eye. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

      He scoffed. “Of course not.”

      Yet, I thought maybe he was, just a little. “Right.” I laughed.

      He gave me one of his knowing lopsided smiles that always produced little flutters in my belly. Today, was no different. I had to be honest, I was grateful, and relieved for that response.

      Swinging his arm around my shoulders, we walked together to the main stairwell that would take us to the Great Hall of Learning. A month ago, even a few days ago, I might’ve pushed his arm off, claiming I had something else to do. I was happy that I didn’t feel the urge to do that this time.

      Maybe things could get back to normal.

      Lucian definitely noticed, and it was clear it pleased him. “Feels like old times,” he admitted, as though reading my thoughts.

      “Yeah, a bit.”

      “I’m glad. I guess it just took another dangerous mission for you to feel more like yourself.”

      At that I made a face. “That’s not true.”

      “Mel, you are a danger junkie. You might as well admit it.”

      “Fine,” I sighed. “But then, what does that make you?”

      “A Blue junkie.”

      I laughed, feeling good for the first time in months. I didn’t know if it was the fact that we were on a mission, trying to solve a new mystery, or if it was being with Lucian in a relaxed manner. Maybe it was both. I’d like to think that was true. Despite all my pushing him away and serious emo attitude for the past few months, I’d missed him. I’d forgotten how he made me feel.

      I vowed to myself I’d do better by him. That I wouldn’t treat him as disposable, or unwanted anymore. To be honest, he deserved better than me. I’d told him that once, and I remember he’d nearly yelled at me because of it. He did call me stupid though. No matter how shitty I was to him, Lucian stayed by my side, and I didn’t know what I did to be worthy of him. Nothing I could grasp now.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked.

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “Because your nose is all scrunched up. It’s cute as hell, but I know it means you’re thinking pretty hard about something.”

      “Just trying to fit all the pieces together.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Then quit worrying.” He leaned down and pressed his lips to the side of my head.

      I nodded, but I wasn’t convinced this was going to be easy. Nothing since coming to the academy had been easy for me. It was one mountain after another to climb, but I supposed that was what got me excited about it all. The challenge.

      As we entered the library, I was most definitely thrumming with energy. I had to admit it—although I would never do so out loud to anyone, not even Lucian—that I was pumped at the prospect of going up against Aphrodite again. I was almost certain she had a hand in all of this. She wasn’t the type of Goddess to be a gracious loser.

      She’d vowed to me before she’d been carted away to Tartarus that she would get her revenge on me somehow. Maybe this was the start of it.

      I smiled to myself.

      I really hoped so…

      Bring it on, bitch!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      MELANY

      Lucian and I didn’t find much useful information about the Fates in the library. Really not that much more than I’d learned from picture books as a kid. Definitely nothing that pointed me toward where I could find them anyway.

      We just read about each of the sisters and what their duty was. Supposedly, they also determined how someone died and what their fate was during their lifetime. They did that for both mortal and gods alike. So, they were really the most powerful and important entities to exist.

      They decided who lived or died.

      Though, I couldn’t find in any texts whether a life thread could be altered after it had been cut. I supposed the Fates wouldn’t want that kind of information readily available, or else everyone would try to find them to bring back their loved ones.

      Believe me, it was at the forefront of my mind.

      After spending a couple hours in the library, Lucian convinced me to come to the dining hall for dinner. We sat at our usual table with Jasmine and Mia—I was happy to see their relationship was still going strong—Georgina, Ren, Diego and a few others. At first, it was a bit awkward, but it didn’t take long before we were all talking and laughing, like the past few months hadn’t happened and altered all of our lives.

      Jasmine gave me a hard time when an eager new recruit—a tall, gangly girl with long black hair, and huge muddy brown eyes—approached our table to ask me for an autograph. She wanted me to sign the t-shirt she had on under her academy uniform. I was so shocked by the request that I signed her shirt without a word. Although, I did draw the line when she asked if she could hug me.

      Jasmine threw a French fry at me after the girl had left, and rejoined her new recruit friends. “You have a fan. How does it feel to be an uber celebrity?”

      “Stupid to be honest.”

      Hella shrugged. “I don’t know, I think you earned it. You kind of did save us all.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just shoved a piece of pepperoni pizza into my mouth instead.

      Knowing I’d rather change the subject, Lucian told everyone about Flynn being all gaga for me, prompting another round of good-natured ribbing. I told them to shut up, and scanned the cafeteria for the boy in question, but couldn’t spot him. Maybe he’d already eaten and had returned to his dorm.

      I did lock eyes with Cassandra though. She was sitting pretty much by herself at one of the far tables while staring at us—at me. It was so unnerving that my stomach started to ache again. The feeling of dread had to be coming from her, but I had no idea why. I wanted to drill her about it, but I didn’t think anyone would be on my side about interrogating the poor timid thing.

      After dinner, Lucian wanted to go flying to the lake, but I opted to spend some time with Jasmine and Georgina, as I felt like I needed my girlfriends more. We hadn’t done much together since the battle.

      They planned a girls’ night in Georgina’s room, which was in  Demeter’s Hall. The plan was to watch something girly and romantic, eat junk food, and Mia really wanted to paint everyone’s nails. I hadn’t painted my nails in over a year, longer even. It seemed like an indulgence, but maybe that was what we all needed.

      There was five of us crammed in Georgina’s room. Me, Georgina, Jasmine, Mia, and Hella who had been Jasmine’s old roommate back in first year. She seemed nice; I’d never had an issue with her, but neither did I know her all that well, despite the fact that we’d gone into battle together twice. She was a good fighter, excellent with a spear, that was all I really knew about her. I supposed this would give me a chance to get to know her as well as reconnect with Georgina, Jasmine and Mia.

      I sat cross legged on the floor as bags of sour cream and onion chips, and Cheetos were handed around the room. I grabbed a handful of cheesy goodness. “Where did you get the junk food?” Usually the food at the academy was all about health and getting strong. I was pretty sure Heracles had a hand in devising the menu.

      “I asked Dionysus if he could score us some contraband.” Georgina grinned, orange Cheeto dust flecking her lips.

      I laughed, delighted with her. In the past, she’d been one to stick to the rules. She wasn’t a fanatic about it, but we’d had our fair share of arguments over them. Especially, during those first few months in first year. Despite that though, she’d been a great roommate, and an even better friend.

      It made me glad that she hung out with Dionysus once in a while. Although he was a bit on the insane side, he was also trustworthy. I knew he’d never hurt Georgina. He was just about having a good time for a long time.

      Looking at Georgina, thinking about our past friendship, I almost felt teary. So, I shoved the orange sticks in my mouth to stop the flow of emotion threatening to overwhelm me. I had a feeling she spotted it anyway, because she came over to sit beside me on the floor.

      She nudged me with her shoulder. “I’ve missed you, Mel.”

      “I haven’t gone anywhere. Well maybe the other day and night when I kind of disappeared…”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

      My expression softened. “I know. And I’m sorry I’ve been so in my head.”

      She grabbed my hand. “Tell me what’s going on. I might not be able to help, but I can listen. I can try to understand.”

      I squeezed her hand. I’d been so angry and sad after the battle, in pain, trying to deal with all these powers inside of me, I hadn’t just sat down and talked it out with anyone. I thought my friends had been scared to ask me how I was doing. Lucian had asked, almost every day, but I knew I couldn’t tell him how I was really feeling. He wouldn’t understand. Especially, when I wanted—no needed—to talk about Hades without judgement.

      Georgina was offering that to me.

      “I’m sad, Gina.” I drew my hand through my hair, knowing it likely stuck up all over the place, and sighed. “I’m also angry. Devastated. Frustrated. I’ve never been so full of emotion before. It’s hard to know what to feel and when.”

      “You’ve been through serious trauma. We all have.” She shrugged her shoulder, bringing attention to her missing arm. “I mean, we fought in a war, Mel. We saw people die. You more than most.”

      I knew she wasn’t just talking about Hades, but about Revana. I’d been the last person to talk to her before she fell into the deep chasm in the earth. I sometimes still dreamed about that moment, when I tried to reach her, tried to keep her from falling. I’d wake up in a cold sweat, fresh tears on my cheeks.

      Revana and I had never been friends. She was an awful person and consistently tried to hurt me, but she still didn’t deserve to die like that. I knew it wasn’t my fault, but a ball of guilt still got stuck in my throat every time I thought about her.

      “I miss him.”

      I didn’t have to clarify, she knew I was talking about him. Everyone did.

      It still hurt when some people whispered about him behind their hands, like he was somehow a dirty little secret. I wanted to shout at them. Hades may have had a questionable past and reputation, but he had risked his life for us. For me. He was more heroic than I’d ever be.

      “I know that no one understands why. Everyone thinks we had some strange, forbidden relationship, but I loved him. I truly did.”

      Her nose crinkled a little, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t like him, just as everyone else. Georgina didn’t understand how I could love a God who had essentially kidnapped me, and forced me to train with him and the Furies. But she didn’t see him like I did. She didn’t get a chance to uncover the raw emotions inside him. Everyone thought he was evil, devoid of compassion and sympathy, but Hades had a huge heart. It was just darker than most.

      Sighing, I rested my head back against the wall. “I know you don’t get it. You didn’t know him like I did.”

      She nodded. “I know. And whether I get it or not, I can see the pain you’re in.” She put her good arm around me, and pulled me into her.

      Georgina was a natural born healer. Even without her earth powers, I could feel the compassion and empathy she harbored seeping into me. A warmth spread over my skin, reminding me of the hugs I used to get from Sophia. I leaned my head against Georgina’s shoulder and let her take some of my pain away with her friendship.

      As we sat there together, my gaze caught Jasmine’s from across the room. She gave me a soft smile, and I returned it. Our friendship was not as easy as mine and Georgina’s. I loved her, but she’d challenged me in the past, especially about my relationship with Hades. She hadn’t been a fan of his at all. We’d argued on several occasions, fought even, but I’d always known in the end that she had my back, and that I had hers.

      The chips were eaten while Hella talked about her crush on Diego. She was trying to get up the nerve to tell him that she liked him, but worried that he wouldn’t like her back. I chuckled at the very girly discussion we were having. It was so out of place in an academy for demigods and soldiers.

      “Hella, you are a spear maiden and kickass soldier in the Gods’ Army, if he doesn’t fall at your feet, he’s a friggin’ idiot,” I declared, grabbing the near empty bag of Cheetos, and shoved some into my mouth.

      That made everyone hoot and holler in agreement.

      “Yeah!” Jasmine shouted as she high fived Hella.

      Mia crawled over to where Georgina and I were sitting, extending a hand toward me. “Give me your hand. I want to paint your nails.”

      I slapped my hand in hers, and she took out a bottle of shiny gold nail polish. She unscrewed the lid, took out the brush and painted on the color on my thumbnail. The color sparkled in the light. It was very pretty. Not my usual style, but Mia seemed to love it, so I didn’t argue.

      “Where did you get nail polish?”

      A wicked gleam entered her eyes, and she grinned. “I totally raided Aphrodite’s rooms before they were turned into the Hall of Heroes.”

      I shook my head, but chuckled. “You’re lucky you didn’t get caught.” Also, I kind of wished I’d had a chance to join her. I would’ve love to have stolen some of the Goddess’ possessions out of spite.

      “Ha! What are they going to do to me at this point? We’ve already been to hell and back.”

      I laughed. She was right. What were they going to do at this point? We’d all passed the extremely difficult trials. All of us became soldiers in the Gods’ Army, and we’d been in a huge battle with Gods and monsters. Taking away privileges, or confining us to our rooms, weren’t really punishments anymore. I imagined some of us would gladly stay in our rooms for an undetermined amount of time. To rest. To sleep. To not have to think about all the shit we’d just been through and done.

      While Mia continued to paint my nails a flashy gold color, I thought about Aphrodite. Was she trying to find a way to resurrect Zeus? Or was I just projecting my own desires for a resurrection onto her? The Fates had been talking about someone. A female someone. Someone they seemed a little bit, I wouldn’t say scared, more like concerned. I didn’t think the Fates feared anyone. Why would they? They had all the power.

      Yet, they had been nervous. I didn’t blame them. The thought of someone resurrecting Zeus scared the crap out of me, because I knew he would be impossible to beat again. I’d had one chance to overcome him, using every bit of power that resided inside me. I wouldn’t be able to achieve that again.

      If Zeus returned to power, everyone in the entire world would be in danger.

      For the past few months, with Chiron’s help, I’d been trying to remove the powers I’d received from my friends, but it wasn’t working. What I didn’t tell the centaur was I suspected that the energy inside me wasn’t going to leave no matter what we did. It had fused into my muscles and bones, and I could feel it weaving its way deep into my soul. Eventually, the power would take over, and when it did, I feared I’d explode taking anyone within a very large radius with me.

      So really, in some weird way, Zeus would still get his revenge on us all.
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      After painting our nails, eating all the junk, and watching a really funny movie about a couple of nerdy girls graduating high school, I said my goodbyes and made my way across the academy to Dionysus’s Hall, and into my room.

      I took in the small mattress on the floor, a wardrobe to put my clothes in, of which I didn’t have many—just a few T-shirts, my leather pants, joggers, and my armored one piece that Hades had designed for me to use in battle—and sighed. I’d left the rest of my stuff back in my room in Hades’ Hall. All the sexy dresses and get ups Hades had enjoyed seeing me in. Gods, how I ached to be back in that room, in that hall, with him.

      I pulled off my boots and laid down on the mattress, shoving the pillow under my head, and thought about all those outfits Hades would lay out for me in the morning. The first time he did it, I refused to wear what he’d set out, opting for my usual ripped jeans and T-shirt. The next time, he vanished all my clothes so I had to wear what he wanted, and I remembered being so mad at him for that little trick of his.

      My gaze swept the small room, and landed on the only other thing I’d managed to get out of the hall—a painting of the moon and stars reflected in a quiet pool of water. A street artist had used spray paint and various metal objects to create the art piece. Hades bought it for me for an obscene amount of money, when he’d unexpectedly taken me to the Battle of the Flowers carnival in Nice. It had probably paid for that artist’s rent for a whole year.

      As I stared at it, I felt myself start to drift, not realizing how tired I truly was. My eyelids fluttered shut, and I suddenly fell into a dream world…

      I was back in Nice, in the town square near the harbor, while the top of the Ferris wheel rose over the old stone buildings that surrounded the square. There were masses of colorful flowers strewn over the cobblestones, like there had been that day, after the carnival floats passed through it. I remembered thinking it was like walking on rainbows. I smiled now at the thought.

      Unlike that day, where the square was packed with musicians, dancers, and street artists, as well as carnival goers in colorful costumes and masks and pretty hats, I was alone in the street. Music came from somewhere though.

      As I moved across the square, I was acutely aware that I was wearing the same dark blue and black dress that I’d worn that day. I was also wearing the big hat with feathers and lace, and the black mask covered my face.

      When I neared the food cart that sold ganses, the smell of the deep-fried pastry filled my nose, and my stomach rumbled in response. I remembered eating one that day for the first time and falling in love with the taste. It had been pure happiness on my tongue. No one manned the cart, but a couple of pastries sat on the counter, still warm and fresh. I couldn’t resist, and I picked one up and ate it.

      “You love those things, don’t you?”

      I whirled around at the voice, but there was no one there. His voice had been right in my ear and I swore I could feel his presence behind me. I searched for the square for him, and saw movement near the corner of the building.

      I ran towards the stone structure, a souvenir shop, and turned the corner, certain I was going to see Hades standing there. Except, the lane was empty. Movement to the right had me running in that direction too, but when I rounded the corner again, the street was empty, although bright flower petals fluttered over the cobblestones.

      “Hades!” I shouted. My voice echoed off the buildings, bouncing back to me.

      This was my dream, wasn’t it? Surely I could conjure him with a thought.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, and pictured his face in my mind. After counting to three under my breath, I then opened my eyes. I whirled around in a circle. I was still alone.

      “Hades!” I shouted again. “I know you’re here somewhere. Quit playing games. I am so not in the mood.”

      “What are you in the mood for then?”

      Spinning around, I saw him leaning up against the wall of the building behind me, looking cavalier, and extremely sexy. He wore the dark blue suit jacket with the high collar he had on that day, as well as the frilly white shirt and dark tight pants. His grin blossomed under the lacy, black half mask on his spectacular face.

      My knees nearly buckled at the sight of him.

      As quick as I could, I strode toward him, afraid he was going to disappear before I reached him, but he didn’t. When I wrapped my arms around him, I closed my eyes, and sighed with relief. He was back in my arms. I could finally breathe again.

      “Are you happy to see me or something?” he teased.

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      “As you wish. It is your dream.”

      I pulled back to look him in the eyes. “Is it? Is it really a dream?”

      “Of course it is, Melany.” He smirked. “You saw me die right in front of you.”

      I searched his face, looking for a sign that he was putting me on, that he’d tricked me and everyone else into believing that he died. Yet, he didn’t give anything away.

      Hades met my gaze full on, there wasn’t any deception in his eyes or the way he looked at me. I looked hard for it, for anything, clinging to the hope that somehow his death hadn’t been real. I knew I was deluding myself.

      Sorrow and heartbreak filled me. It was almost like losing him all over again, but I wouldn’t let this dream go to waste. It was the first time he’d ever come to me.

      Several times over the past few months I would dream of searching for him, but I was never able to find him. Now, I could touch him, kiss him, be with him. I knew it wasn’t real, that I’d never have that again, but for a moment, while I slept, I could pretend it was authentic. That he was alive and in my arms.

      I buried my fingers into the silk of his dark hair and kissed him. He wrapped his arms around my waist, flipping me around, until I was pressed against the stone wall. Before deepening the kiss, he made a small sound low in his throat then dipped his tongue into my mouth and nipped on my bottom lip with his teeth. I let out a long, satisfied moan, eager for more.

      Oh, Gods. I was on fire for him. A jolt of energy tingled through my body, until white sparks actually erupted from my skin. They jumped over to him, sizzling over his face and down his neck.

      Hades pulled back, gifting me with that wry sexy grin of his. “Well, this is new.”

      Slightly embarrassed by my unbridled reaction to him, I dipped my head, avoiding his gaze.

      Hades put his finger under my chin, and lifted it so our eyes met. “You never have to be embarrassed with me. I like it. You’re powerful, Melany. Revel in it. Use it to your heart’s content.”

      His words filled me with vigor. I loved that he wanted to celebrate my darkness. He’d always encouraged me to let go of the constraints I put on myself to stop from being so different, so extra, around my friends. Even before I’d siphoned their individual elemental energy to end Zeus, I’d been more powerful than any of them. I tried not to be, tried to rein it in but it was difficult, and tiring.

      It was especially that way with Lucian. It was one of the reasons I hadn’t wanted to have sex with him. We’d attempted to a couple of nights, but each time I felt like I had to hold back. I couldn’t completely let myself go with him. I was afraid of hurting him, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him.

      I loved him.

      Maybe not in the way I loved Hades, but my heart was still full of affection, attraction, and the desire to see him happy.

      I just didn’t think I was the one meant to make him happy.

      I pressed my lips to Hades’ mouth, nibbling on it, then down to his neck letting my teeth sink. He let out a long sexy groan, his hands reaching down to mold my ass.

      “I’ve missed you,” I murmured against his ear, then trailed my tongue over the lobe.

      “I can tell.” He groaned again, deep in his throat, as my hand wandered down the front of his shirt, pulling a button open and feathering my fingers over the hard, smooth plane of his chest.

      “Did you miss me?” I couldn’t keep the pleading out of my voice, but I tried not to be embarrassed by it.

      “I’m dead, darling. I don’t have any emotions.”

      I pulled back and looked him in the eyes again. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you’re dead.”

      He stroked his fingers over my cheek, the pad of his thumb caressed my lips, and he clucked his tongue. “You have to stop this foolish notion. No matter how many times you wish it, there is no weaving me back to life. It’s time to cut the ties and move on.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I know.” He leaned in and brushed his lips against mine.

      I sighed, holding back the tears that threatened to fall. “Can I have this one last night with you then?”

      He smiled, his dark eyes glinting with passion. “Of course. It’s your dream. You can have whatever you want.”

      “Then I want you to take me. Here, now.”

      Hades didn’t hesitate to fulfill my demands.

      With one powerful rip, he tore my dress off, until I was standing there in just a pair of thigh-high fishnet stockings, my big hat and lacy mask. At one time I would’ve been embarrassed by the way my nipples instantly hardened, and by the goose flesh that pebbled every inch of my skin, but now, here with Hades in my dream world, I was brazen with desire.

      My whole body lit up. Sparks sizzled along my breasts and belly, down my legs. Flames erupted from my fingertips, and slowly crawled up my arms. I could hear the waves crashing against the harbor not far from us. The scent of the ocean air surrounded us in a mist. The stones that my back pressed into seemed to soften, holding me close, like a lover’s hand.

      All my power leapt to life, and at the very heart of it, wrapping around my body, caressing every part of my flesh, kissing me, were the shadows of darkness. Hades embodied everything about that element.

      His one hand cupped the back of my leg, and yanked it high, entering me in one quick thrust that set off the explosive energy inside of me.

      “Hades!” I cried out his name as he made love to me…

      I sat up in bed, sweat drenching my clothes. My heart pounded against my ribs making it painful to breathe. My hands shook as I rubbed my chest and tried to regulate my breathing. Every muscle in my body quivered, especially the ones between my thighs. Desire, thick and heady, still throbbed deep inside.

      It was dark in my room, but I sensed movement in the corner near the door. Peering into the shadows, I swore I saw a face, but as quickly as it appeared, it was gone. I rubbed a hand over my mouth, and flopped back onto the mattress.

      I’d had vivid dreams before, but this one took first place. I could still feel his hands on my skin, and his lips on mine. I raised my hand to rub at my eye, and my fingers brushed across a strip of lace. Sitting up again, I tugged off the mask that had been tied around my eyes and stared down at it in my hand. Shock and hope swirled around in my belly.

      Seconds later, the lace dissolved in my fingers, until there was nothing left but a whisper and a promise.
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      The next day, I was dragging my ass around the academy. I was so tired. After my extremely vivid sex dream about Hades, I didn’t really go back to sleep. I drifted in and out for another few hours, until I finally got up at around five in the morning.

      Thankfully, there weren’t too many people around, just a few of the Gods, like Heracles, who was working out, and Dionysus, who was day drinking. I suspected he never slept anyway, so I was able to get in some physical training before the new recruits were up and about.

      I really didn’t want to be gawked at, or fawned over, and I most definitely didn’t want a bunch of groupies asking for autographs. It was times like these that I was grateful for the no cellphone policy at the academy, or else I’d be dodging fans wanting to take selfies with me to post on their Instagram accounts.

      I so didn’t want to be Insta-famous.

      After I ran twenty laps around the outdoor training field, which amounted to about five miles, I did a hundred push-ups, sit-ups, and the worst thing ever—a hundred burpees. Even Gods and demigods hated those evil things.

      Once I was finished with the last one, a shadow fell over me while I was on the ground. I looked up to find Medusa looming over me, a sword in each hand, green tendrils of hair swirling around her head. Only after months of sparring with her, had I finally realized that her hair was actually a bunch of tiny snakes, with tiny black beady eyes.

      I couldn’t tell if she was glaring or not as she wore her dark sunglasses to cover her white, stone-inducing eyes, but I suspected she was.

      “Can I help you, Medusa?” I asked as I got back to my feet. Fifteen months ago, seeing her would’ve had me shaking in my boots, but now not so much. She was definitely formidable, imposing, and scary looking, but we both knew that now I had more power than she did.

      “Looking for a sparring partner. You up for it?”

      “Sure. I’ve got nothing better to do today.”

      She tossed me one of the swords, then assumed a fighting stance—her blade raised, and poised to strike. I took a couple steps back, also lifting my sword. She had a good five inches on me, so taking that into account, I had to change the way I defended as most of her attacks would likely come from an overhead swing.

      I had only seconds to prepare before she swung at me, and I’d assumed right, it came from above me. I deflected her steel, faded to the back, then advanced. She blocked it, performing a similar move, until we were crossing the field back and forth, trading volleys with our swords. The clash of metal echoed through the air, and I imagined could be heard from miles away with the amount of force we were both using in our attacks.

      It wasn’t long before my arms were aching from the strength, and exertion of lifting and swinging five pounds of steel and iron, but I had a grin on my face. This was exactly what I needed right now. A big old distraction. A chance to use my skills.

      There was nothing better to cheer a girl up, than by trying to strike a six-foot-tall demigoddess with snakes for hair and a snarky attitude. I could see, she too, was having a good time trying to slice me open with the edge of her blade. It was a win-win.

      By the time we both began showing some fatigue, we’d gained a varied audience. Several of the new recruits, and most of my peers, lined the training field cheering us on. A few of the Gods and demigods, also stood around us. Most seemed to be cheering for me, but there were a few Medusa fans, which included Achilles, Helen, and Antiope—they had all fought with Medusa in the final trial, mock battle during my first year.

      I risked a look over to the sidelines when I heard my name. Lucian and Jasmine stood next to each other, calling out to me. I also was hit with that painful sensation of dread in my gut and I winced. That brief distraction was enough for Medusa to take advantage. She thrust her sword at me, feinted to the right, then came around with a spinning attack. The edge of her blade ran across my shoulder blade and cut open my shirt as well as my skin. The sting was immediate, and I hissed in pain.

      The crowd watching also reacted, with a couple of cheers by Achilles and company, and more than a few boos from those who supported me. Yet, I didn’t let the injury slow me down. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Medusa celebrating her victory in cutting me by lowering her sword and grinning at her friends. Big mistake.

      I took a step back with my left foot, pivoted, swung my sword around and up just as she was turning back toward me. My steel sliced right by her head. I imagined she would’ve felt the puff of air against her face as my blade passed by, and then heard the hisses of the snakes as I cut right through them. Little green heads landed on the ground.

      Medusa shrieked, reaching for her hair that fell flat against her head. “You bitch! I’m going to kill you for that!”

      Just as she reached for her sunglasses, intending to turn me into stone with her freaky eyes, my hand came up, lightning flashing along my fingers and around my arm. I could shoot a hole through her, before she was even able to use her power on me. Thankfully it wasn’t just a matter of her looking at me, she had to generate that power to turn people to stone and decide to use it. I suspected she wouldn’t hesitate to use it on me.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “I don’t want to kill you.”

      She shrieked again. I could hear the frustration in those high-pitched decibels.

      “Your hair will grow back, just as the cut across my back will heal,” I pointed out, since our injuries were two-sided. We both knew the little snakes on her head would grow back within days. I would never have done that, if that hadn’t been the case. Medusa and I weren’t friends, but I didn’t want to hurt her in a way she’d never recover from either. Although I suspected, she wouldn’t have afforded me the same courtesy, and if she could’ve injured me more, she would have.

      Lucian, Jasmine, Helen, and Achilles all ran out onto the field, probably to try and stop a possible blood bath. Or, with the way Helen glared at me, encourage one.

      Obviously, she was still mad, as she reached for her glasses again.

      “Keep your glasses on, Medusa,” Achilles urged.

      “We’re all on the same team,” Lucian reminded as Medusa continued to screech and accuse me of trying to kill her without provocation.

      “Ha! Don’t be so naïve kid,” she growled, “We will never be on the same team,” she assured, but she didn’t attempt to remove her sunglasses again. So that was progress at least.

      Closing my hand, I killed the lightning inside it. Honestly, I’d always admired her. It made it easy to know who were your friends, and who were your enemies. I hated this machiavellian politeness that had settled over the academy since I took down Zeus. I knew a few of the Gods and demigods would take me out if they could in retaliation. Aphrodite had more allies than just Ares, I was sure.

      Before anything else could happen, a scream echoed across the training field. We all whirled around to see a group of the new recruits, and my peers, circling a body on the ground. Lucian ran toward the crowd, and I followed closely—Medusa’s sword still clutched in my hand. Jasmine was right beside me.

      The circle opened up for us, to show that it was Cassandra who had collapsed; she was having another seizure.

      “Move back!” Lucian shouted to the others, crouching next to her to support her head. “Give her some room.”

      I, along with everyone else, took a few steps back. As I moved, I noticed Siobhan and Amber standing next to me. The evil sensation in my gut amplified, and I nearly doubled over from the pain.

      Siobhan sneered at me. “It’s your fault. You damaged her.”

      I was about to respond to her bullshit accusation when something, or someone, punched me in the side of the head. I saw black spots in my vision and I dropped to my knees. There were several gasps from people around me.

      “Gods, I’ve been waiting days to be able to do that.”

      I looked up to see Flynn looming over me, a maniacal grin splitting his face.

      “Blue!” Lucian rushed to my side, trying to help me up but I was already getting to my feet.

      “What the hell?!” I shook my head to clear my eyes. “You picked the wrong girl to mess with.” Sparks and fire engulfed my hands ready to annihilate this boy. A line of fire enveloped the blade of my sword.

      Lucian went to rush Flynn but I waved him away. I would take care of this problem.

      “No, you did,” he spat, but his voice had dramatically changed, from pubescent boy to something dark and dangerous… and feminine.

      Then he started to change.

      Flynn’s body twisted grotesquely, like someone was pulling taffy, until it lengthened another two feet. Another set of arms sprouted from the ribcage, emitting a horrendous cracking sound, and a long serpentine tail grew from just above the butt. Groaning, he seemed to fold into himself—he looked like he was in pain—then he suddenly uncoiled, bursting upwards.

      He was no longer Flynn. The small, eager boy with wide eyes and sunny disposition vanished. He was something altogether different—a terrifying amalgamation of snake, insect, and winged female demon with huge horns curling out of her head.

      “It’s an Empusa!” someone shouted from the shrieking crowd of people around me. I thought it was Achilles who had spoken, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Aphrodite sends her regards,” the creature hissed, then her tail whipped out at me.

      The tip of it snapped at my face, and my skin split open from its razor sharp edge. It should’ve hurt, but I knew I had so much adrenaline coursing through my blood that I wouldn’t feel it until it was all over. That would be the one and only shot it got.

      I flung out my left hand, shooting lightning into her body, while I charged forward, swinging the sword. Twisting her form, she partially deflected the bolt with her big wing. The sparks burned a hole through the wing’s membrane, but it wasn’t the damage I’d hoped to cause. The blade of my sword thankfully sliced through one of her arms, leaving it dangling grotesquely by a ribbon of muscle.

      The Empusa shrieked and reached for me. I was able to duck under one arm, but another snuck up right after it, grasped me by the throat, and yanked me forward. I dropped the sword.

      “You’re going to die!” she hissed in my face. Spittle landed on my cheeks, making my guts roil.

      Panic started to rise, my heart pounding hard against my ribcage, as it opened its mouth and two sets of razor sharp teeth seemed about to sink into my head.

      The demon suddenly reared back shrieking, blood spewing from its mouth. Her hand let go of my throat, and I buckled onto the ground. When I glanced up, I saw Lucian with Medusa’s crimson coated sword in his hand. He’d stabbed the Empusa in the side. Jasmine and a few others stood in front of a still convulsing Cassandra, the new recruits had ran back to the academy. I spotted Medusa standing nearby, watching intently, although I didn’t expect any help from her at all.

      Normally, a wound like the one Lucian had inflicted would’ve been fatal, but the Empusa wasn’t normal. She was a shapeshifting beast. Still bleeding profusely, she swung her tail around to strike me. I was able to dodge it but just barely—still winded from almost being strangled and mauled to death. I scrambled to the side, and rose to my feet with a fire ball forming in my hands. I flung it at the creature.

      The fire hit her right in the chest, but it didn’t burn. The flames seemed to flare around her body then snuff out instantly. She turned her head toward me and grinned, black lips coated in her blood. Shit. The demon was obviously fireproof.

      For a second, I debated, trying to figure out how to kill her. I could drown her in a water cyclone I’d create from the water droplets in the air, or bury her deep in the earth by opening up a chasm in the ground. Yet, that made me think about Revana, and I hesitated for too long.

      The Empusa launched at me, mouth open, teeth bared, and clawed hands reaching for my throat. Before it could reach me, a bright light flashed over us. The creature stopped in her tracks and shrunk against the glare. Squinting, I turned to see Cassandra hovering in the air, arms outstretched in the shape of a cross, her mouth open in a silent scream, and wide eyes engulfed in white. A blinding light beamed from them. Her hair floated around her head like she was floating in water.

      “Protect her!” I heard someone shout from above, and I looked up to see Apollo swooping down from the sky. He landed in front of Cassandra, wings unfurled to their full span, acting like a shield. “She’s a prophet! She mustn’t be harmed!”

      Everyone gaped at the scene, including the Empusa. I took the small window I had, ran for the sword laying on the ground, and flung it like a dagger at the beast. The large blade rang true, boring right through her heart.

      With a scream, she clutched the hilt of the sword and I wasn’t sure if it was going to try to pull it out, but even if she did, it was too late. The damage was done. More blood poured from her mouth as she collapsed to her knees, then toppled over onto her side. The Empusa's ragged breaths rattled in her throat until they drifted off, and she died. I stood over the dead body and felt sick to my stomach, especially when her face shifted back to that of the ginger-haired boy named Flynn.

      When I looked up again to find the others, Cassandra floated over to where I stood. The light had gone from her eyes, but they were still white, rolled back in her head. She bent her head down to look at me.

      “You are going to disappear into oblivion, Melany Richmond.”
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      What the hell?

      Before I could react to that ominous declaration, Cassandra dropped from the sky, but I managed to catch her before she hit the ground. As I gently held her, her eyelids fluttered.

      “No one will remember who you are,” she spoke again. “You won’t exist anymore.” Then she slumped in my arms, her eyes closing.

      Apollo raced over and took her from me, nearly pushing me over onto my ass. “Don’t hurt her.”

      What? My eyebrows furrowed at his accusation. “I wasn’t going to hurt her. She fell on me.”

      Apollo drew her hair away from her pale gaunt face. “I felt her power from across the academy. I’ve never known another prophet with this much intensity before.”

      “So, you’re saying her predictions will come true?” I asked, a rush of shivers running down my back.

      Apollo glanced over at me. “Yes.”

      “Awesome.” I threw up my hands. “Just what I needed to hear right now.”

      Coming to my side, both Lucian and Jasmine helped me to my feet. “Mel, are you all right?” Jasmine asked.

      “Well, apparently not. I’m going to disappear soon.”

      Lucian looked me over, probably searching for more injuries. He reached for my cheek, but I pulled away. “I’m okay. It’ll heal. It’ll just be one more scar to add to my collection.”

      “I need to get her to the infirmary.” Apollo lifted Cassandra into his arms, unfolded his majestic white wings, and slowly rose into the air. He flew over the academy and onto the other side where the infirmary was located.

      Lucian peered down at the Empusa. “I guess we know where your sense of danger was coming from.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “I can’t believe what I just saw.”

      “Me either,” I sighed.

      She pulled me into a hug. It felt good to be embraced by my friend again. I’d feared I’d pushed her too far away for her to come back.

      Achilles, Bellerophon, and Medusa surrounded the body. Medusa poked at it with the toe of her boot. “Ugly looking creatures, aren’t they?”

      “Effective though,” Achilles admitted with a bit of admiration in his voice. Obviously, I knew who else not to trust.

      “It wasn’t that effective though. Now, was it?” I snapped. “I’m still alive.”

      He didn’t comment, but he and Bellerophon reached down and picked up the body. Together, they carried it off the training field. After Medusa gathered her swords, wiping the blood on her pants, she gave me a little salute and followed them back to the school.

      I rubbed at my neck. It was going to be sore for a while.

      “Do you want to go see Chiron for some ointment for your throat, and to see if he can stitch up your cheek and shoulder?” Lucian asked.

      “Yeah, I should.” Without it, it would take days for them to heal, and I really didn’t want to deal with the annoyance of it while I still had other things to do. Like finding Thanatos and finding out what was happening.

      The three of us took to the sky to soar over the academy spires and to the other wing, where the infirmary was. I had to suppress the urge to just fly away and disappear.

      Was that what this prophetess was talking about? My tendency to just up and go?

      It wouldn’t do any good right now; besides, it would also give me a chance to find out what I could about this Cassandra. Was she the “she” that Lucian’s brother had told him about? Maybe she was our missing puzzle piece.

      When we walked into the infirmary Apollo was there with Chiron, standing over Cassandra’s unconscious form on one of the cots. She was so still that she looked dead. If I didn’t spot the slight rise of her scrawny chest, I would’ve assumed she was.

      Chiron looked up as we approached. “What are you three doing here?” When we got closer, he shook his head. “Oh. Yeah that looks like it needs stitches.”

      After showing him my shoulder, I also arched my neck to show him what I was sure were marks on my skin. When I swallowed, it still felt like her fingers were pressed into my flesh. “Hoping you have something to help with this, too.”

      He inspected my throat, then nodded. “Yeah, I have some cream you can apply.” He moved toward the shelves and drawers where he kept all his medicinal supplies, pulling out a small glass jar. Inside it was a greenish cream and he handed it to me.

      “Dab some of this on. It might feel tingly but that means it’s working. It’s got knit-bone in it, and other powerful herbs.”

      I opened it and smoothed the sticky cream over my neck. He was right about the tingling sensation, it was instantaneous. I slid the jar into my pocket as Chiron took a needle and thread, stitching my cheek closed. Once he was done, he put on a bandage.

      “That can come off in a day or two.”

      I then joined Apollo, Lucian, and Jasmine as they stood by the girl’s cot.

      “Will she wake up?” I asked.

      Apollo nodded. “Yes. I just put her mind to sleep for a little bit.”

      “Is she dangerous?”

      He gave me a withering look. “Of course not.” Then he went back to gawking at Cassandra. The way he looked at her reminded me of someone who’d been awe-struck. It was how some girls regarded Lucian.

      “She’s extraordinary. I’ve never felt such power, especially not from someone so young.” He reached down and grasped her hand. “There hasn’t been a prophet born in a thousand years. It’s not a coincidence that she’s been called to the academy.”

      Lucian and I shared a look.

      “Could she give you a vision?” I asked. “Like a dream?”

      Apollo nodded, then his eyes narrowed at us. “Why are you asking?”

      I thought about telling him, but I kept my lips shut. He wasn’t necessarily what I’d call a friend, or even an ally. He’d been part of Zeus’s plan to solidify power in the Gods’ Army, and he’d tortured Lucian to find out information about me. Lucian swore that he didn’t think Apollo had done it freely, that there had been some coercion on Zeus’s part, but I wasn’t so sure.

      In my mind, those who weren’t actively helping me, were against me.

      Instead of answering, another thought crossed my mind. “Do prophets know everything that’s going to happen? Or why it’s happening?”

      Apollo shook his head. “No. They can’t actively pull out a prophecy from their minds. Portents come to them in powerful, sometimes painful, visions. It takes a toll on their minds.”

      I frowned. That was too bad. I was hoping she could tell me what was going on with Thanatos. Still, as I looked her over, I realized she might prove useful. If Apollo was right and she’d been called to the academy for a reason, then helping me find Death, or the Fates, could be that reason.

      Chiron frowned at us. “Don’t you have other things to do right now? I really don’t need the three of you hanging around while I’m working.”

      “No, not really,” I admitted.

      He gave me a look that said I shouldn’t push him.

      Jasmine grabbed my hand. “Let’s go find Gina, Mia, and Ren, and get some ice cream. I think you two have some things to tell us.”

      She was right. Lucian and I did have a whole slew of things to tell our friends, and telling them over ice cream sounded perfect right about now. I also needed a long nap. It had been one hell of a day to be sure.

      At least one thing had been solved: I found out the source of my ominous dread. I just couldn’t believe that Aphrodite had sent someone to kill me. Although, really, the idea shouldn’t have been that much of a surprise. She did threaten me when she was arrested and taken to Tartarus. She vowed to get her revenge.

      Jasmine had also been right about the ice cream. It had been perfect, and seeing my friends and confiding in them about everything that had happened felt cathartic. Way more than the “counseling” sessions with Psyche, which Prometheus had set up for us.

      Technically, we were all a bunch of wounded soldiers, each with an injury whether physical, mental, or spiritual that we were trying to deal with, but I usually clutched onto my pain, secreting it away. I didn’t want to constantly talk about it like the others did. I figured a lot of the boys used the sessions as a way to just stare at Psyche—she was incredibly pretty with big boobs.

      Not too long ago, Jasmine told me that she thought I didn’t want to get through my problems. That I wanted to wallow in my misery and pain. I’d been offended when she first said it, but she was probably right. I liked a good pain wallow. Kept me honest.

      Yet, sitting with my friends in the dining hall, gorging on mountains of ice cream and sprinkles while telling them about my dreams, and my conversations with Persephone and Hephaistos felt amazing. It felt like confession, and in a way, I supposed I was looking to be absolved of my sins… as they were plenty.

      When I made my way through the academy halls to my room, in the dark, I was actually feeling pretty good. Until I was accosted by a shadowy form and dragged into a dark alcove.

      Tisiphone’s blood red eyes trained on me. “Come with me,” she demanded.

      “Gods, you scared me. What do you want?”

      “I know where Thanatos is. Do you want to meet with him or not?”

      My breathing halted with her confession. “Yeah, of course I do.”

      “Then, quit whining and come with me.” She stepped back into the corridor, visibly shuddering. “Ugh, I hate this place. I don’t know how you can stand it.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      She grunted.

      We quickly walked down the hall together to an exit. Her gaze kept sweeping back and forth as we moved.

      “Hey, where’s that golden boy of yours? Is he around here somewhere? I’d love to take a big juicy bite out of him. He looks like a deliciously sweet, yellow pear.”

      “You’re not going to eat Lucian.”

      “You’re no fun up here.”

      Before we reached the doors, I considered for a moment going to see Lucian to tell him where I was going. I’d taken off so many times without telling him that I felt like maybe I owed it to him to do it now. Yet, I could see how impatient Tisiphone was acting, and I feared she wouldn’t wait for me. I was sure I’d be back before morning.

      Once outside, Tisiphone opened her wings and immediately flew up into the air. My wings unfolded from my back, and I joined her in the sky. Before I got too high, I glanced down and spotted Demeter near the maze, looking upward. She shook her head at me, but it was too late to do anything about that.

      The Fury and I flew over the academy and toward the lake. I wondered if we were going down to the underworld through the tree stump, although I was sure Tisiphone could travel the shadows without problems. If I was with her, I’d be able to as well, but she didn’t swoop down to the lake. She led us over it, and started to descend on the other side, toward a large wooded area. An area none of us had really investigated before tonight.

      Once on the ground, she walked into the trees, then stopped at a wide green plant that had large white flowers blooming from it. The flowers looked like pinwheels.

      She caught me looking at the plant. “It’s called daruga, or the Devil’s Trumpet. The flowers usually only bloom at night.”

      I frowned. “Is this some kind of doorway? Like under the plant or something?”

      “Nope.” She unsheathed the large bejeweled dagger at her waist. “But this is.” She raised the knife in the air, and drew it down all the way to the ground.

      At first I thought she was crazy, but when I squinted and turned my head to the right just slightly, I noticed a flap, like curled paper, in the air in front of her.

      After putting her blade away, she took hold of the flap, and pulled to reveal a dark entrance way in the very air where no entrance could possibly exist. Tisiphone’s leg disappeared the moment she stepped into it, and she looked at back at me. “Are you coming, or what?”

      A few seconds later, she seemed to vanish into thin air, but had really torn open this existence and walked into another. Swallowing down the anxiety, I grabbed the flap like Tisiphone had done, pulled it open. Inside, all I could see was darkness. I counted to three under my breath, then stepped through the hole.

      Once I was through, I briefly looked over my shoulder to see a narrow slice of daylight, and the grass and trees. It was insane. I blinked several times to adjust to the gloom around me. Eventually, I could see that we were standing in a dark field that seemed to go on forever, at the base of a soaring circular staircase that looked constructed from stars. It wound up into the sky and vanished into the shadows above us.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath. Obviously, Tisiphone heard me because she grinned.

      “It’s pretty amazing isn’t it?”

      “What is it? And where does it go?”

      “It’s a staircase, stupid.” She shook her head. “It goes to Nyx’s temple in the sky.”

      “Is that where Thanatos is?”

      She shrugged. “That’s what I heard. He literally went home to Mommy.”
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      “The Goddess of Night is Thanatos mother?” I made a face.

      “Yes, duh. Where did you think he came from?”

      I guess I never really thought about it. Death was death. I never considered he would have been born. I assumed that he just existed. It was really strange to think he had a mother.

      Tisiphone started up the stairs, and I followed her close behind without hesitation. Each step was made up of several white glowing stars touching points, but because there was pitch darkness between them, I found it disorienting. When I stepped forward, in some instances, it looked like I was stepping onto nothing.

      A few times I lost my balance, and flailed my arms to find something to grab. For the most part, I found a hand railing made of the night, but once I ended up grabbing onto Tisiphone’s leg. I may have inadvertently touched her butt. She kicked back at me once, and I nearly toppled off the edge of the staircase.

      I didn’t know how far we’d climbed, but when I looked down over the side, I could barely see the field below us. Mind you, it was nightfall all around us, so there wasn’t much to see anyway. When we finally reached the top, I was breathless. It was either from climbing so many stairs, or the fact that the air felt thin up here.

      Looming before us was an imposing, grandiose temple, built from smooth black marble. Moonlight bathed the building, like a spotlight, and I could see each column had carvings in them. My breath caught in my throat looking at it. I’d seen castles of white stone, and halls of gold, but neither compared to the stunning majesty of the Temple of Night.

      Tisiphone climbed the three steps to the entrance. My legs felt like rubber, but I followed. A sense of dread washed over me.

      The Fury eyed me. “You’re not scared, are you?”

      “No,” I sputtered, although I might have been lying. The lump in my throat told another story as we walked through the columns and into the building.

      Moonlight streamed through large window openings on each side, easily showing the way. Although, there wasn’t much to see at that point. The lofty hall was empty. There were no sofas to lounge on, no chairs to sit, no tables to set anything on, it was just stark and cold.

      Our footsteps echoed against the dark marble floor, dome ceiling, and walls with each movement, but other sounds filtered beyond that. Shuffling, and scratching noises, reminding me a bit of when Arachne had scuttled out of the large crack in the foundry roof. Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw swift movement in the darkest corners of the building, along the floor, and on the ceiling. Something—actually, a bunch of somethings—were following us.

      Tisiphone led us across what I realized was an inner chamber, then we came to a large set of stone doors. She pushed them open, entering another large room. I followed close behind, completely aware that something as small as a cat rode my heels. Honestly, I was afraid to turn around and see what it was.

      The next chamber was larger than the last, but just as barren. Moonlight filtered in through several narrow slits, stretching along the expanse of each wall. A few long steps leading to a dais sat at the end of the room, with a throne made of dark stone carved to look like a huge raven. Inside those arched black wings sat a form. I couldn’t completely make it out, whether it was male or female, or neither, but there was no mistaking the glowing white orbs staring at us as we approached.

      When Tisiphone reached the bottom of the dais, she dropped to one knee and bowed her head. Unsure of exactly what was going on and who she was bowing to, I mimicked her, just in case. As I slowly raised my head, I saw who sat on the throne.

      The woman looked like she was made of night itself, with jet black skin and long, luxurious black hair. Except, it was hard to distinguish what was her flesh, and what was her dress—though I was sure she was wearing one. Her eyes were illuminated stars set into her face, and when she blinked, it seemed like strobe lights. A crescent moon shape glowed on her forehead. At first, I thought it was some sort of jewel as part of a headpiece, or crown, but then realized it was just part of her.

      This was Nyx, Goddess of the Night, and mother to Death.

      “Thank you for allowing us to enter your realm,” Tisiphone offered.

      Nyx raised a hand, motioning for us to stand. We did, but I felt very fidgety, nervously shifting my weight from foot to foot. Tisiphone glared at me, but it wasn’t enough to make me stop.

      When she opened her mouth, the words seemed to stream out on a thread of a whisper that circled us. “What do you want?”

      It made me shiver, like being caressed by a cool breeze.

      Tisiphone went to answer, but I beat her to it. This was my quest. “I need to talk to Thanatos.”

      The Fury gave me a scathing look, but I ignored it. I was used to her disdain.

      Nyx’s eyes focused on me. It was like staring down headlights from an oncoming semi-truck. “Who are you to demand such a thing?”

      “I’m Melany. Thanatos knows me.”

      “If Death truly knew you, you wouldn’t be standing here,” she challenged.

      I shrugged. “What can I tell you? We’ve met a few times, had a conversation, and I’m still here.”

      I didn’t think she liked my attitude; a gust of cold wind blew through the room in response, nearly knocking me backward.

      “You can go now. Either by the stairs, or I can toss you over the edge.”

      What was it with Goddesses wanting to throw me off the edge of things? Persephone had done it twice, and Tisiphone had nearly done it on the way up here.

      “I don’t think you understand.” I moved forward, placing my foot on one of the steps. “I need to talk with him, and I’m not leaving until I do.”

      “You truly are an idiot, aren’t you?” Tisiphone murmured between clenched teeth.

      Nyx rose to her feet, her hair and her dress billowed out around her like black seaweed floating on the ocean’s surface. I could feel her presence pressing down on me, and I had to fight the urge to drop to my knees in front of her.

      “It is you who does not understand.” She lifted her hand. “With a snap of my fingers I could render you extinct. You wouldn’t die, and go to Elysium. You would be nowhere, be nothing. It would be like you never existed. No one would remember your name.”

      Dread poured into me, and I swallowed. Well, damn girl, that’s quite the effective threat.

      The air shimmered on the dais near the throne, then from seemingly nowhere, Erebus, the God of the Shadows and my former professor, stepped out of the darkness. He still looked like a Victorian era vampire, garbed in tails, a top hat, and carrying a black and silver cane.

      “Allow her to talk with Thanatos,” he intervened.

      Nyx cut him with a harsh glance. “And why should I do that?”

      When he set his hand on her arm, she seemed to melt against it. Interesting. Who knew that Erebus had game? “I know Melany, she has an affinity to the shadows and to darkness. She could be useful to you.”

      Nyx’s gaze focused on me again, and it was hard to hold her gaze, but I did. “I highly doubt that.” She waved her hand toward us. “Leave my realm. Now.”

      Surprised, I reared back. “But I must speak with him. It’s a matter of life and death… and fate.”

      Her eyes glowed even brighter, and I had to avert my gaze or risk burning my retinas. “What do I care of the life and death of mortals?”

      “Technically, I’m a demigod…” That obviously didn’t make any difference to her, because the room grew even colder. An icy breeze blasted against my skin, and I started to shiver.

      “Leave my sight now, this is your last warning.”

      Tisiphone grabbed my arm and pulled me away. “Let’s go.”

      I let her guide me out of the room, but I had no intention of leaving.

      Once we were outside the temple, I unfurled my wings and flapped them a few times to test the air density, seeing how easily it would be to fly up here.

      “What are you doing?” Tisiphone spat incredulously.

      “I’m going to find Death and have a conversation. I didn’t come all this way for nothing.” After a couple more flaps I lifted from the ground. The air was a lot thinner up here, so it didn’t take much energy to fly. “Are you coming with me?”

      “Hell no. You’re on your own.” She marched toward the staircase without a single look over her shoulder.

      I let her go. I didn’t need her anyway. She got me here, that was all that mattered.

      I flew up to hover over the temple. There had to be another way in, another chamber or room where Thanatos was hiding. I decided to circle the building to get a better idea about its construction. As I swooped around, I saw that there was a large open area in the back that seemed very much like a garden. It had lofty trees and blooming flowers, a pond with a fountain spouting water, and even a few stone benches peppered around it. On one of those benches I spotted a cloaked figure smoking weed—by the pungent stink that wafted up to my nose—and near his feet was another cloaked figure face down on the ground.

      I quickly dove toward the garden and landed smoothly next to the bench. The cloaked figure on the bench looked up at me, at least I think he did, as there was no face inside the hood just empty darkness.

      “Thanatos? I need to speak to you.”

      The cloaked figure on the bench, took a drag of the joint, then nudged the other on the ground with his foot. “Dude, there’s someone here to see you.”

      Flipping over, he focused empty eyes on me. “Melany?” his voice was as raspy as ever.

      “Thanatos?” I glanced at the figure on the bench. “Then who are you?”

      “I’m Hypnos, his brother.” He nudged Thanatos again with his foot. “Get up, you fool.” And glanced back at me, “He’s depressed. Been here like that for a couple of days.”

      I stared down at Death again, completely flabbergasted at what I was hearing. How could Death be depressed? Made no sense.

      Hypnos stretched out his arms, then sighed. “Well, time for me to go. I got a bunch of people I’ve got to put to sleep.” He stood, then handed me the blunt. “Want the rest?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He pinched off the end, then put the joint inside a pocket in his cloak.

      As he started to walk out of the garden, I heard a thunderous sound, followed by an orchestra of peeps and shrieks. From the top of the temple, an undulating cloud of darkness swarmed toward us. The closer it got, the more it seemed like a flock of deformed bats. When it was right upon us, I realized they weren’t bats, but some kind of demonic creature with black leathery skin and glowing red eyes. One landed on top of Hypnos’ head and hissed down at me.

      “Come, my pets, we have dreams to spawn.” He left the garden, his demon pets flocking around him, until he seemed to walk right off the edge of the sky and disappeared.

      When he was gone, Thanatos got onto his knees, crawled to the bench pulling himself onto it with a long breathy sigh. “What are you doing here?”

      I sat beside him. “I came to see you. I need to ask you about the Fates, and what is going on with them.”

      He shrugged. “I wish I knew. I haven’t heard from them in days.”

      “Is that why you are depressed?”

      “Yes,” he whined. “I haven’t been able to take anyone’s soul. No one is dying. What’s the point of my existence, if I can’t ferry souls to their eternities?”

      “What do you mean no one is dying?”

      “It means just that. No mortals, demigods, or Gods are dying. Remember that man who had a heart attack on the dock?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, he died. I should’ve been able to take his soul and take him where he needed to go, but he didn’t quite die.”

      “I saved him…”

      He shook his head. “No, you didn’t. It was his time to die. His thread was shown to me days before, but when I came to get him, his soul wouldn’t leave his body.”

      “So, there have been no deaths anywhere in the world? Not even if someone is shot in the head, they won’t die?”

      “They could have their heart ripped out and they won’t be dead. They’d just be walking around with literally no heart inside their body.”

      I cringed at the thought. “Have you gone to talk to the Fates? Surely, they have their reasons for—,

      “No one talks to the Fates. There is no “going to talk to them”. That doesn’t happen.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one knows where they live.”

      “In the Cave of Memory.”

      His blank head turned toward me, and I imagined if he had a face he’d be giving me some kind of stink eye. “I know it’s the Cave of Memory, but I’ve been to every realm, above and below, and haven’t found it. No one has.”

      Frowning, I sensed that wasn’t true. In the vision Cassandra showed me, someone was there, so someone had to know. “Are you sure that absolutely no one has ever found their cave?”

      Sighing, he slumped down on the bench, resting his head against the back. “There’s an old story, but I don’t know how true it is.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “Do you know the story about the Trojan War?”

      I made a face. “A little. We learned about it in school. Basically it all started when Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite fought about who was the prettiest, and some guy named Paris chose Aphrodite. And then Aphrodite told Paris he couldn’t have Helen of Troy as a wife, so he kidnapped her, then there was a big war over it. Oh, and Achilles fought with Troy against them all. I don’t know. Sounds stupid and pointless, considering they are all friends now.”

      Death snorted. “There are no friends amongst the Gods. You should know that by now.”

      “Anyway…”

      “Right, so what was not in the story books, was that Paris was mortally injured on the battlefield…”

      “Wasn’t he saved by some nymph named Oenone?”

      “No, it wasn’t Oenone who tried to save him. It was Aphrodite. It’s said she was in love with him, so she found the Fates and begged them to save his life. They refused, and Paris died.”

      I knew Aphrodite had something to do with this! “So she knows where the Cave of Memory is.”

      He shrugged again. “It’s a story, that’s all I know.”

      Grabbing his hand, I shook it. “Thank you, Thanatos.” I got to my feet, buoyed by his information. It at least gave me a path to follow. “And don’t worry, I’m going to fix this and you’ll be back to collecting souls once again.”

      Now, I just needed to figure out how to get into Tartarus so I could talk to Aphrodite.

      A sudden icy wind blasted against my back, and I whipped around to find Nyx floating behind me. Her starry eyes flashed like tiny explosions.

      “You! How dare you defy me?!”

      I put my hands up in defense. “I’m sorry, but you really gave me no choice.”

      “There is always a choice,” she rasped, “And you made yours.”

      She snapped her fingers.
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      “Hello?” I called into the great void, my voice bouncing back to me as if I was in a cave.

      Yet, I knew that wasn’t where I was. Caves had walls, and ceilings, and floors. There was definitely none of that around me. At least not on my first inspection, where I blindly reached out a hand in front of me, beside me, and above me. I was literally standing in a gray misty arena of nothingness. Even the very air had no substance to it.

      Turning around, I squinted into the fog gently floating all around, trying to make out something, anything nearby, but I couldn’t spy any shape in any direction. I swiped a hand through the mist, watching it swirl around then settle back into its original space.

      It was odd. Mist usually didn’t behave like that, like a living, breathing, thinking entity.

      My feet carefully moved forward, and I reached out a hand again, hoping that after each step I took I would eventually touch something solid—like the rough edge of stone, or even a tree. So far, all I’d been able to grab was handfuls of inert fog. After another step, I crouched and felt the ground beneath me. Once more, all I came away with was mist, not rock, or grass, or anything of substance. I swallowed as my stomach roiled, realizing I wasn’t walking on anything, which seemed impossible. I wasn’t floating. At least I didn’t think I was.

      Standing, I whirled around in a circle. “Hello?!” Nothing but my own panicked voice bounced back to my ears. Obviously, Nyx, the Goddess of the Night, had been true to her word.

      She had snapped me into oblivion.

      What that truly meant, I had no idea. All I knew was that I wasn’t in the Temple of Night any longer, and it seemed I wasn’t really anywhere. I still existed, thank the Gods. I pinched my own arm to make sure I was still corporeal. I was, and the pinch hurt.

      I could still feel pain. I could still feel my heart thundering inside my chest. I could hear the rush of blood in my ears, as I tried to fight back the panic that threatened to explode inside my head. Some things still existed, like me, but I was afraid I might be the only thing that did in this place.

      Once I decided that the best thing to do, the most logical, was to keep moving around, I hoped to run into something. Anything at all. At that point, I didn’t really care what that something was. I’d gladly run into a pit of snakes, or even fall off the edge of a cliff. It would at least be evidence of some kind of reality.

      After every five steps I took, I stopped, splayed my arms and swished them back and forth, hoping to touch something. I never did. It was just gray mist all around me, in every direction. I wasn’t sure how long I walked. All sense of time had vanished from my mind. It could’ve been hours, or minutes, I wasn’t certain. The only indication that some time had passed was the aching of my leg muscles from exertion.

      Ceasing my attempts, I sat to rub my legs. It was as much for comfort as I did to ease my nerves. What if this was it for me? What if I was lost for all eternity, doomed to do nothing but walk aimlessly around some empty world? Would I starve to death because there was no food or water? Would I go completely mad and rip open the veins in my arms to end my suffering? I hated that I was already thinking about that, and I’d only just been sent here.

      Frowning, I massaged one ankle then the other, relieving the tightness. I had only just arrived here, right? Hours ago, I’d been talking with Thanatos in the garden right outside Nyx’s sky temple. No, it had been minutes. Wait. Maybe it had been a day or two.

      Curious to know if I was hungry, I rubbed a hand over my stomach. I didn’t feel hungry, so it couldn’t have been days. It had to have been only an hour or two ago. I rubbed my hands over my face in frustration.

      Gods! I was already going nuts questioning myself over and over again. I had to get the hell out of here.

      I should’ve listened to Tisiphone and left with her, but no, I had to do things my way. As usual. And as usual, it got me into trouble. Would she tell people where I was if they came looking for me? I wasn’t sure she would, she was that petty.

      After getting to my feet, I unfurled my wings. Flying around would be a better way to figure out where I was. Stretching them out as far as they would go, I flapped them once, twice more to lift into the air, but it didn’t work, or at least it didn’t feel like it worked. Maybe it had, and I was floating and didn’t know it because I couldn’t really feel the ground beneath me, or see it. Everything looked as lifeless and gray as before. There had been no change.

      Hands fisting, I pressed them hard against my legs, and screamed.

      I waited, straining to hear any sound to be returned. At first all I could hear was my own heartbeat, thudding along my pulse points in my throat, and the sound of every ragged breath of air I took. Then I started to make out another sound underneath that self-contained noise in my ears. It sounded like water rushing.

      Excited for the first sign of life in this desolate emptiness, I took a few steps forward, stopped, and listened for the sound again. It seemed to be getting louder, so I moved forward a little more, then stopped. Straining to hear, I searched. Maybe the rushing was getting quieter, so I adjusted my direction, and took a few steps again until the sound got louder.

      For what seemed like hours, I did that—shuffle a few steps, stop and listen—although time didn’t really exist there, I didn’t think. Maybe it moved differently, or not at all. I didn’t know, and thinking about it, hurt my head, so I tried not to think about it too much.

      However long it took me, eventually, the rushing of water became loud, echoing all around me. It was like being on the edge of the River Styx as the black water surged by, or at the bottom of a tall waterfall with its cascade pounding on the rocks. I figured soon I would see it. At least I hoped I’d see it before I fell into it.

      After another few steps, I could feel something in the air. When I thrust my hand out in front of me, I felt the moisture on the tips of my fingers and palm. Smiling at my discovery, I took a big stride, and almost went head first into what appeared to be—if I squinted hard enough—a lively river. Pulling my leg back, I sunk to my knees on the bank, thankful that there was actual solidness beneath me.

      I peered at the river. At first it was only just a darker gray smudge on the ground, but after looking at it long enough, more details started to emerge. Like the small pebbles along the shore, and the bigger rocks jutting out from the water. A few plants, a very muted green color, sprouted along the bank. Lifting my head, more shapes and forms came into focus, as if by magic. It was as if my eyes could finally see.

      Standing tall, on the opposite side of the riverbank from where I knelt, a grouping of trees appeared. I couldn’t tell what kind they were—maybe oak, based on how big and wide they were. Downstream, along the shore, I spotted an outcropping of big rocks, with more smaller plants dotting the ground.

      I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Obviously, I wasn’t in a place of complete nothingness. There was life here. It was just shrouded in a bleak desolate fog. Patting the ground I knelt on, I felt dirt and bits of rock under my fingers. It was solid beneath me, not like before where I seemed to be walking on the mist itself. Comforted by seeing and feeling these things around me, I almost laughed.

      At least, I knew I’d been sent somewhere. If it was a place that existed, I figured it was a place I could get out of. There was always a way. I had learned that over the past couple of years at the academy.

      If I followed the river, I wondered where it would lead me. Maybe nowhere, but it was a starting point, and I wouldn’t be any less off than I already was. The greater the risk, the greater the reward, right?

      Hell, right now, I’d be satisfied with just not being left to die in this gray void.

      Since there were trees and water, then there had to be sustenance; at least I wouldn’t starve. There had to be food somewhere. I might have to eat bugs and leaves, but it would be something. As I thought about it, my stomach suddenly woke up and started to rumble. My mouth and throat went dry.

      Frigid cold washed against my skin and a shiver rushed up my arms and along my back. My mouth felt like sandpaper, so I cupped some water between my palms and brought it to my lips.

      “Don’t drink it!”

      With the warning, I was shoved to the side, the liquid spilling from my fingers to be absorbed by the dirt.

      “Drinking it will make you lose your memories. You’ll forget who you are and why you’re here. And you’ll never want to leave.”

      Blinking in shock, I looked up toward the dark shape hovering over me. She had long black hair, scraggily and tangled around a pale triangular face. Her dress, also black, was equally a mess, torn here and there as if she’d been in a terrible fight. The hem that surrounded her pale, bare feet was in tatters.

      The last time I’d seen her was on the eve of the big battle against the Titans and Zeus. She’d come to Hades’s Hall to fight on our side.

      “Hecate?” I choked out the words. “How did you end up here?”

      “The same way I suspect that you are here.” She swiped at the dark hair hanging in her eyes. “I angered the wrong person.”
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      I got to my feet, feeling uncomfortable with the witch goddess looming over me. I’d heard about her unpredictability, and the different “sides” to her personality, so I didn’t want to be taken by surprise. Especially not now, when I felt like I was standing on uneven ground.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “Asphodel Meadows,” she explained. “It’s a place between life and death.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      Hecate swiped at her hair again, then worried on her bottom lip. “I’m not sure.” She eyed me. “When did I see you last?”

      “Around four months ago, at the battle in Pecunia.” I gaped at her. “You’ve been here that long?”

      “Maybe?” She flinched and scratched at her ear just under her hair. “After the battle, I remember going back to my tree and seeing that it had been destroyed. I didn’t have any other place to go.” She scratched again, her shoulder twitched. “A friend offered me a place to stay, but his mother didn’t like it very much.”

      With a humorless chuckle, I shook my head. “Let me guess? That mother happened to be Nyx, the Goddess of the Night?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes widened. “I can assume she also sent you here with a snap of her bony fingers.”

      I nodded. “Yup, she’s a bitch of the first order.”

      Hecate’s lips twitched up a bit at that. “I concur.”

      “Have you been alone this whole time?”

      She nodded, and her shoulder twitched again.

      I didn’t know Hecate well, only heard dubious stories about her from other people, including Lucian, who had given her his blood for passage to the underworld to save me, but I was glad to have someone else to rely on in this place. I couldn’t imagine being totally alone, especially not for as long as Hecate had been here. I had a sense that it had affected her. She seemed a bit twitchy, but I supposed I would be too if I hadn’t anyone to talk to for months.

      “Since we can’t drink the water from the river, where have you been drinking from? Oh, and food. Where can I get some?” My stomach growled again, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in some time.

      Hecate grabbed my arm. “Come. I will show you.”

      I followed her along the riverbank, close enough that I could see her, but not so close that I stepped on the backs of her heels. We passed the grouping of large rocks that I spied earlier, then she veered off to the left. After another maybe twenty feet, something large loomed ahead. I couldn’t quite make it out, it was all just a dark gray, muddled blur in front of me—just as the river had been before I’d nearly fell into it.

      Eventually that blur sharpened, and I could see that it was a large hill. Not a mountain, or cliffs like there had been in Elysium, but just a really big rolling hill. In that hill was an entrance to a cave dug out of the dirt and rock. Hecate led me inside.

      Nothing but pitch black greeted us once we entered, and I wondered if the goddess, being so close to the darkness, could actually see. I on the other hand, could not. So, I cupped my hands together and formed a small ball of fire to light the way. The flames were muted, like everything else in this place, but they produced enough light that I didn’t automatically bump into the walls.

      The cave wasn’t deep, more of a cut-out than anything else, so it didn’t take long before Hecate stopped to show me how she’d been surviving. In it was a small pool of water—probably run off from somewhere—and I spied a pile of what looked like berries, a few mushrooms, and a spit made from twigs constructed over a small fire pit contained by stones. On it, there was also the remnants of some kind of cooked rodent, I assumed.

      Seeing her setup made my stomach roil. The thought of living here for an eternity—eating sour berries and roasting whatever that was leftover on the spit—made me want to retch. I refused to do that. That wouldn’t be my fate. No freaking way.

      She gestured to the pool of water. “It’s good and clean. Won’t take your memories.”

      Crouching near it, I cupped the cool liquid into my hands and brought them to my mouth, but hesitated for a moment. Could I truly trust her? Hecate remembered me, so that had to be proof she wasn’t lying. I sipped the water, instantly quenching my thirst, and then I drank more.

      Afterward, I sat there and pulled up memory after memory of my life in the academy to make sure I still had them. Images of Lucian popped into my mind, as well as my friends Georgina and Jasmine. Like usual, thoughts and memories of Hades filled me to the brim until I felt like I was going to explode.

      I got to my feet and rubbed at my face, hoping to scrub them away, at least for a bit so I could think and figure out a way to get out of here and back to the land of the living.

      “Have you tried to get out of here?”

      Hecate turned her head toward me, but her lips didn’t move when I heard a gravely voice berate me. “Of course we have, you disrespectful little bimbo.”

      Bimbo? That was the first time I’d ever been called that. Frowning, I eyed her. “Did you just call me a bimbo?”

      Her whole body shook, and twitched, then her head turned to the side in a sickening twist, until a different face scowled at me. This one was old and haggard, with rheumy eyes, a crooked nose, and liver spots all over her sallow cheeks. When she snarled at me, she revealed rotten brown teeth.

      “Would you prefer I call you hussy, jezebel, or tramp?”

      “How about you don’t call me any of those things? My name is Melany. You can use my name, thank you very much.”

      She waved a dismissive hand at me. “Then don’t ask a stupid question, girl.”

      Her body shook and convulsed again, her head turning back to its original position. Hecate swiped at her hair. “Sorry about that. Yes, I tried following the river, but it seemed to go in a circle. I climbed on top of this hill to scout out the rest of the meadows, but as you’ve by now noticed, this gray mist shrouds everything. You can’t see anything until you are almost upon it.”

      “Have you used your magic?”

      She nodded. “I’ve conjured everything I could think of, but nothing worked. Everything is muted here even my magic.”

      I’d noticed that earlier when I formed a fire ball, and wondered if it would be like that with all my other powers. I guessed the best thing for me to do was to try, although, I wasn’t quite sure how to use them to escape this place. The most logical one to try first would be my shadow power. That one had a greater chance to getting us somewhere else.

      For the optimum possibility, I decided to stay in the cave as it produced more darkness. I expanded the light source by building onto my fire ball, though it was hard to create more flames. The air felt oppressive and heavy. Eventually, I grew the ball to the size of a basketball, and settled it in the center of the cave.

      Shadows formed in every corner, and I reached for them. At first, they wouldn’t obey me, stubbornly staying in place. I had to concentrate harder on them, calling to them to form around me. In the end, I was able to draw a few of them forward and I caped myself with them, reveling in the familiar feel of darkness. I breathed them in, and it was like taking in oxygen after being deprived for a long time.

      Grabbing Hecate’s hand, I pulled her with me to melt into the dark. Relief surged through me to see that we had indeed dissolved into the shadows. Now, I just had to picture the place we needed to go. I visualized the dining hall at the academy. I’d moved through the gloomy recesses and corners there a number of times. The first time I traveled from the underworld to the school, had been into that dining hall, so I knew it was possible to reach it.

      With the image of the lofty ceiling and dark wooden tables firmly planted in my mind, I stepped through the shadows toward it, taking Hecate with me. As we moved, I instantly realized it hadn’t worked. We ended up just on the other side of the cave instead.

      “Shit!”

      Hecate didn’t look too surprised.

      “Let’s try again,” I urged, pulling her into the darkness again.

      This time, I pictured the hedge maze on the grounds of the academy. Maybe being outside would work better. It was a place I’d traveled to and from before, so there shouldn’t have been any kind of road blockage. Closing my eyes, I saw the white wood and stone gazebo in my mind, as if I was right there. It was my favorite place at the school. Maybe the emotional connection would help.

      I stepped toward it, reaching for it, longing for it. Yet, the moment I was out of the shadows, my fingertips touched bumpy rock, and I grasped that we were still in the cave. The disappointment of it weighed on my entire body.

      “I told you, I tried everything.” Hecate went to crouch near the fire pit. She took the spit, pulling off the rest of the cooked carcass and put it into her mouth.

      The sight of it made me shudder. I refused to accept that was my new reality.

      “There has to be a way out.”

      She shrugged. “If there is, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Have you run into others here? Surely, we can’t be the only ones Nyx has trapped. She seems like a woman with a very volatile temper.”

      “You’re the first one,” she replied simply, absently chewing on the bone of whatever she’d cooked over the fire.

      For some reason, I just couldn’t believe that. Did I think she was lying? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to consider the ramifications of the possibility. Because if she had met others, where were they? What had happened to them?

      Hecate got to her feet again and moved toward me. “The meadows are big, there could be others here somewhere, but it’s so hard to see, so hard to walk around to find them.”

      “You found me easily enough,” I challenged, suddenly conscious of the way she was eyeing me. She also had a very feline way about her, her movements graceful, yet predatory. I once saw a panther pounce on a gazelle in a documentary. Hecate reminded me of that panther.

      “That’s true.” She smiled and the blood rushed out of my head.

      I took a step back when she advanced.

      “She knows!” the gravely voice from under her hair shouted. “Don’t let her get away!”

      Before the full weight of that statement settled in my mind, I turned to run out of the cave. Hecate convulsed and shuddered, her whole body vibrating just as her head twisted—the other way this time.

      Then she was leaping across the cave like a big cat, and the maw of her deformed, inhumane face gaped wide, razor sharp teeth dripping with saliva. That wide, lethal mouth came down, fangs sinking into the flesh of my shoulder.

      I screamed.
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      Pain seared me, sizzling down my arm like acid. The scent of blood, my blood, invaded my nose as I struggled to push Hecate off me. She was strong, and her grip on my shoulder was fierce. Her jaw closed like a vice on my shoulder. Any more pressure and I was certain she was going to sever my arm right off my body, or crack my clavicle bone in half.

      Trying hard to overpower her, I punched at her stomach, sides and head. I backed her up into the wall, slamming her against it over and over, hoping something would give. It was pointless. Her teeth were firmly locked into my flesh, and her hands like claws clamped around my arms. She was like a mad dog with a taste for blood. I didn’t think I could pry her off that way.

      I summoned my powers, reaching for the first one that chose to surface. Fire erupted from my hands and I grabbed her by the hair, trying to yank her away. The flames scorched her long, dark strands, burning them to her scalp, but still, she kept biting me. I set my other hand around her neck, hoping to choke her out. The stench of her skin bubbling and blackening assaulted my senses.

      Hecate’s body started to convulse again, and she finally, thankfully, unhinged her mouth, a stomach-turning popping noise filled the cave as her fangs came out of my flesh. The relief was instant, despite the pain that still rippled through me.

      She stumbled backward, hitting the back of her head against the rock wall, clutching and batting at her throat and head to put out the fire. Clenching my fists, I snuffed out the flames on her body, then tried to soothe her with a burst of my water power. The sizzle of water meeting fire echoed through the cave. Even though she tried to take a chunk out of my shoulder, I didn’t want to kill her.

      Thankfully she didn’t hit an artery along my collar bone with her teeth. If she had, I would’ve bled out in seconds. As it was, blood oozed out of the large puncture marks in my skin, rolled down my arm and dripped onto the cave floor. My whole arm ached, and the edges of the holes burned. Gods, what if it got infected? I didn’t have Chiron around to make me drink some Gods-awful potion, or rub some stinking ointment on my wound—all the while lecturing me about not getting into dangerous situations.

      I tore the other sleeve on my shirt, ripping it at the seams, and wrapped it around the bloody gore on my shoulder. It hurt, but I had to get it to stop bleeding. When I tied it off, I looked over at Hecate, who had failed to move from where she collapsed against the rock wall.

      She was a motionless, dark lump in the shadows.

      “I can’t believe you just tried to eat me!”

      Her body convulsed again, and I could see her head twisting to the side unnaturally, until her pale pretty face looked at me, her big eyes watery. Tears streamed down her cheeks. I tried not to look at the singed bristles of dark hair on her pale scalp, or the black burn on her neck.

      “I-I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” Her voice was raspy, and I wondered if it was from the damage I’d inflicted on her.

      It was crazy to me that I could feel sorry for some great Goddess after she just tried to kill me. But I did. She looked so wilted and pathetic. Defeated. I supposed that was what being here for over three months could do to a person. I refused to end up like her. I would fight to my very last breath to escape this place.

      She crawled over to me on her knees, scuttling like a crab. I cringed as she got closer. “I can heal you.” She reached for my shoulder but I pulled away.

      “Why should I trust you? Maybe you’ll rip off my arm this time and cook it over the fire.”

      When she covered her face with both hands, and really started to cry, I began to wonder what kind of leftovers she’d eaten when we first came into the cave. I hated that I thought that, but she honestly gave me no choice. She’d tried to eat my shoulder. I shuddered remembering the sucking sounds she made as she supped on my blood.

      The truth was, I should’ve been prepared for it. Lucian had told me what she’d done to take his blood when he required safe passage to the underworld, in search for me.

      I felt bad standing there, watching her sob. Even though she’d been the one to attack me, guilt stabbed me in the gut. Either she was really upset, overcome with remorse at what she had done, or I was being a sucker by buying into it. I supposed it didn’t matter, one way or another I needed some healing magic. That was one power I didn’t possess. If Georgina was here, I knew she would fix me up pronto, but I didn’t have her skills.

      “I’m sorry about your hair and your neck,” I finally offered, as a way to breach the awkwardness that her attack had created.

      Sniffling, she looked up at me, a hand going to the singed strands on her head. “I deserved it.”

      “Can you not control…?” I pointed to the side of her head, where her “other” resided.

      “Sometimes. But when I’m under a lot of stress, I guess she just takes over.”

      I nodded, wanting to believe her, but still wary. “If you can heal me, I’d appreciate it.”

      Scuttling over to the small fire pit, Hecate clapped her hands together, then blew on them toward the burnt wood. Small flames sparked in the center of the fire pit. After she blew on the flames some more, the old wood firmly caught fire.

      As she rubbed her hands together again, a soft green glow started to emerge. Chanting words I didn’t understand under her breath, she spat something into her palms. After a few seconds, I realized it was blood. My stomach roiled, when it dawned on me that it was my blood that she’d just sucked out of my body.

      Once she smeared it all over her hands, she set them over the fire. Every few seconds, she would lower them closer to the flames, until they were directly against the red glowing embers of the wood. Yet, her skin didn’t burn and blacken like my fire had done to her.

      Standing, although still slouched over as if in deference to me, Hecate came to my side. She gestured to my makeshift bandage, so I untied it and removed the cloth from my wounds, careful not to tear off the clots that had started to form.

      When she set her hands over my wound, I sucked in a deep breath. The pain was instant, rippling over my skin, down my arm and spine, and settling right in my core. It started to fade a bit, replaced by a comforting warmth that spread across my entire body and I almost felt euphoric.

      I couldn’t stop the long drawn out sigh of relief. “Aww, that feels amazing.”

      She kept pressing her hands down. “I can teach you to do this. You already have a fire power, it wouldn’t take much for you to master the rest.”

      “I’m not sure I’d be comfortable performing blood magic,” I admitted.

      She nodded in understanding.

      “Can you heal yourself?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      Another rush of relief surged over me. Now, I could stop feeling so guilty about burning off her hair and flesh.

      When she was finished and released the hold on my shoulder, I rotated it, noticing how good it felt. There were still puncture marks in a semicircular row, but they were closing up, as if weeks had gone by and not just a few minutes. I didn’t feel pain anymore, just a dull ache, like a toothache but in my clavicle.

      “Thank you.”

      She shrugged. “It’s the least I can do.” Taking a few steps back to the fire, she settled her palms over the embers again. That time, Hecate set her hands on her head and throat. Like literal magic, the skin on her throat turned back to pink, a bit more tender looking but not the scorched flesh I’d given her, and her head looked better too. Her hair didn’t suddenly become long again, but it was no longer in patches with bald spots in between.

      When she was done, she gestured to the fire. “Keep the flames up, I’m going to go get us something to eat. You need to rest.”

      I was about to argue, wanting to get the hell out of there, but she was right, I needed some downtime to regain my strength. So, I just nodded, and she left the cave. When she was gone, I tended to the fire, drank some more water from the pool, and ate some berries.

      Hecate returned not long after with a dead rodent that I couldn’t identify. It looked somewhat like a rabbit, but had a bigger head and a bigger set of teeth. She gutted it with a makeshift knife she must’ve sharpened from a piece of shale rock, skinned it, then skewered it with the spit and set it over the fire.

      As it cooked, she eyed me from under the fall of hair she still had on her head. “I understand why he took to you.”

      I frowned. “Who?”

      “Hades.”

      At the mere mention of his name, my heart started to race. I opened my mouth to ask, but shut it again, unsure if I truly wanted to know the reason for her statement.

      “You’re strong. Stubborn. Tenacious.” She turned the meat on the spit. “And I can see darkness in you. It was the same with Persephone.”

      There was an instant twinge of jealousy when Hecate mentioned the Goddess. Hades had lived for several millennia, I wasn’t an idiot to think I was the first, but somewhere deep down inside I’d hoped I was special. That it was ME he’d fallen for deeply. That only I could make his heart feel something he’d never felt.

      But that was naïve. Persephone had been there before me. I knew that. I’d seen the way he’d look at the painting of her in his bedroom, and the way his eyes would darken when he spoke about her.

      “Did you know her well?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yes. I was instrumental in negotiating the terms of her residence in the underworld with him.”

      “I’d heard stories that he’d taken her against her will to live with him.”

      She smirked. “No, that was not how it was with them. She fell for him as deeply as he fell for her. It was her mother, Demeter, who fought so hard against their relationship. She hated that Persephone loved Hades, and wanted to forsake the life she could’ve had on the earthly plain for one in darkness with him.”

      That didn’t surprise me. Demeter had never hidden her disdain for Hades, and I knew it was rooted in Persephone’s relationship with him. Yet, I never thought that Persephone had given everything up for him.

      Was I going down the same path, even though he wasn’t alive?

      If someone asked Lucian and my friends, they’d probably say that was true.

      “It was Zeus, wasn’t it? The one who turned her against him?” I asked, although I knew the answer.

      Hecate nodded. “Yes. Zeus had always been fiercely jealous of his brother. Hades bowed to no one, and that always bothered him.”

      A small smile blossomed across my face. That had been one of the many things I’d loved about Hades. Although sometimes it bothered me that he was so full of himself, so incredibly, frustratingly arrogant. Despite all of that, I still longed deeply for him. I was afraid I wasn’t ever going to shake the feeling, that it would always take up space in my mind and in my heart. Maybe, I didn’t have room in my heart for anyone else.

      That made me think about Lucian, and I got sad. He really didn’t deserve to be second best in anyone’s eyes.

      When the meat was done, Hecate tore off some chunks, then handed the rest to me. I’d never eaten roasted rodent before, but my stomach didn’t care. I was hungry and I needed the energy it would provide me. A yawn escaped me once I finished. Fatigue was starting to settle on me.

      “You should get some sleep,” Hecate suggested.

      “I want to find a way out.”

      “I know, but you must rest first.”

      Before I could argue further, Hecate blew across her hand toward me. Instantly, I felt sleep take hold. She was beside me before I could fall over onto my side, and gently laid me down onto the cave’s floor.

      “Sleep, and then you can leave.”
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      Lucian was out on the training field with Heracles. They were practicing their hand to hand moves. The sunlight made his hair shimmer like polished gold and my fingers ached to brush through the silky strands.

      I was suddenly struck by the way his beautiful body moved. The muscles in his arms and chest rippled when he went to strike Heracles, laughing when the big God sidestepped him and tried to push him off balance. His movements were so quick, full of grace and confidence. Either I’d forgotten how majestic he was, or I’d never truly recognized it before.

      Lucian was perfection. A golden God himself. I didn’t deserve him. I never had.

      I watched him and Heracles spar for a little longer, surprised Lucian hadn’t noticed my arrival. Usually, he knew the instant I was around, and would come to wrap me in his strong arms.

      Lifting my hand, I waved. “Lucian!”

      His head didn’t turn my way. Maybe he hadn’t heard me.

      “Hey, Lucian! Are you ignoring me or something?”

      Still, he didn’t react, or even make any notice that he’d heard me.

      Frowning, I turned to see Jasmine and Georgina come out of the side door of the academy, and run onto the field. Shocked, I noticed Georgina outfitted with the mechanical arm I’d commissioned Hephaistos to make. Had he finished it and already given it to her when I disappeared? Surely, I hadn’t been gone that long. Besides, he wouldn’t do that to me; he knew I’d want to give it to her myself. Despite his gruffness, I considered the forge God to be a friend.

      Jasmine’s hair was short, a mass of tight curls on her head. When had she gotten it cut? She’d always told me she’d never cut her hair short, that she liked her long dark waves.

      Laughing together, they made a beeline toward Lucian, not even looking my way.

      “Yo, Gina! Jasmine!” I waved, while trying to move my leg so I could walk toward them, but my leg wouldn’t lift. I was stuck on that spot, as if my feet were frozen to the ground beneath me. What was going on?

      With their arrival, Lucian and Heracles ended their training, and Lucian joined Jasmine and Georgina. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I thought since we’re all going to the same place for training today, we could go together,” Georgina offered.

      “Right.” Lucian nodded. “I almost forgot we started the elemental instruction today.”

      “How could you forget that? It’s kind of a big deal.” Jasmine held out her hand and a ball of fire formed in the center.

      I frowned. How did Jasmine get her fire powers back? I was definitely happy to see it, but I was confused on how it happened. Chiron and I had been struggling for months, trying to find a way to return what my friends had given me in the battle.

      “Sometimes I question the wisdom in letting us teach the next gen of recruits.” Jasmine laughed as she tossed the ball of fire into the air, caught it, and snuffed it out by simply closing her hand.

      “Cuz we won the battle, vanquished the typhon, and saved the academy. It’s just good PR, having the Heroes of Pecunia teach the next set of heroes.” Lucian struck a pose like he was modeling for a photo op, then he started to laugh.

      A few more people streamed out when the side door to the academy opened again. I instantly recognized the girl with the wild red hair—Cassandra—but when I noticed who walked beside her, my knees buckled, and I dropped to the ground.

      Her dark, wavy hair swung along her chin as she gestured with her hands, then smiled as Cassandra said something to her. I’d hardly ever seen Revana smile, so it was doubly disturbing to see her now, in front of me, walking, talking animatedly, and… alive.

      Once they got closer, I could actually hear her voice. “I’ll see you later. I’ve got to help Hermes with flying class today.”

      “Good luck,” Cassandra responded as Revana’s large red wings expanded out from her back and she took to the air.

      The others walked toward Cassandra. Lucian waved to Revana, and she waved back with a smile. My gut churned again at the sight.

      “Where’s she going?” Lucian asked Cassandra.

      “Flying class, I guess.”

      Nodding, Lucian reached out, hooked an arm around Cassandra’s waist, and pulled her close to him. Giggling, she draped her arms around his neck and they kissed. It was a long, deep kiss reserved for couples who were familiar with each other.

      Couples who were in love…

      All thought and reason seeped out of my head in a heady rush, and I was left feeling faint and sick to my stomach. “What the hell is going on?!” I shouted from where I crouched on the ground, my legs still ineffectual to hold me up.

      Flinching, Cassandra turned her head in my direction, and frowned. “Did anyone hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Lucian asked.

      “I thought I heard a girl shouting or something.”

      Did she hear me? I got to my feet, and waved my hands in the air. “Cassandra! It’s Melany. Can you hear me?!”

      Her frown deepened, and she pulled out of Lucian’s arms, a hand going up to her head.

      “Are you okay?” Lucian asked, holding her lower back. “Are you having another vision?”

      Cassandra shook her head. “No, it doesn’t feel like that. It feels different.”

      “Cassandra!!! HELP ME get out of here!!” I shouted with every ounce of energy I had.

      Wincing, she grabbed her head in both hands. “Stop it! Get out of my head!”

      Suddenly, a wave of power surged over me, shoving me backward. My eyes blinked open, and I found myself staring into a wall of gray mist just outside the cave that I’d been in with Hecate. Confused, I turned to glance around me.

      Why was I here? Hadn’t I just been asleep in the cave?

      A creeping sensation rippled over me and I whipped around to see Hecate standing nearby, watching me. “Was I sleepwalking? I had the strangest dream about my friends back at the academy. It seemed like they didn’t know me.”

      “It wasn’t a dream, Melany.”

      “Sure it was. I was asleep and…”

      She shook her head. “You saw the present. You saw what is happening right now at the academy.”

      My stomach started to churn at the implications. “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t exist to them. It’s as if you were never there.”

      “But I was there. I stayed in a room with Gina. Jasmine and I went to Pecunia together, Lucian and I…” I licked my lips, feeling the weight of what she was saying crush my heart. “We were together. We fought together in the battle of Pecunia. They all gave me their powers so I could defeat Zeus.”

      “Being in Asphodel Meadows means you don’t exist in the real world, and never did. They have no memory of you. All of that time together, all of those specials moments, all those conversations and intimate rendezvous, never happened to them.”

      I shook my head vehemently, I couldn’t accept what she was saying to me. It was impossible. “No. I don’t believe you. It happened. I remember it.”

      “Maybe in another reality it happened, but not in their reality.”

      Standing, I paced around in front of her, trying to wrap my mind around her words. “That’s not right. You said you’ve been here for months. Well, I remembered you. Lucian told me about you and what he had to do to find me in the underworld. They remember you. I remember you coming to Hades’s Hall and fighting with us against Zeus and the typhon. So if you were here and had been erased, how can we remember you?”

      “Because I’m a Goddess, and I can’t be erased. I’ve been here when time and memory and death were born. For mortals and demigods and creatures it is this way, but for Gods we can be imprisoned here forever, but we will always exist.

      The pain in my gut worsened. I could feel it churning like a washing machine. Bile rose in my throat, and I dropped to my knees and retched. I threw up every meager thing I’d eaten in the past few hours, which wasn’t much, but was enough to fill my mouth with an awful rancid taste.

      Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I got to my feet and blindly ran into the fog.

      “Melany! Where are you going?” Hecate called after me, but her voice soon faded into the mist as I pumped my legs as hard and fast as they could go, vanishing into the floating grayness of the meadows.

      I didn’t know where I was running to, I had no plan, all I knew was I had to get away from Hecate and her words. Away from the images that still lingered in my mind—of my friends, of Lucian and Cassandra. The sight of their lips touching circled around and around, making my head spin.

      Eventually, I came upon the river again. I wasn’t sure how long or how far I ran, but I dropped to my knees on the shore and stared at the rushing water—its sound buzzing in my ears. It would be so easy to cup the water in my hands and drink. To have my memories fade into oblivion. This pain in my heart, and nausea in my belly could go away. Like magic, it would be like it never existed. Like Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina and the others never existed…

      The memory of Hades could be erased. I’d never feel that gnawing ache in my mind, body, and soul ever again. Like Nyx, snapping her fingers to send me here, those feelings would vanish into a gray abyss. I would stop being haunted by my memories of him.

      My hands dipped into the cold water, and I looked at it, rippling in my hold. I could just lift them to my lips, tilting them up ever so slightly to let the cool liquid fill my mouth and roll down my throat.

      Except, then I’d languish here in this place with no desire to leave. With no reason to get back to reality.

      No. I wouldn’t do it.

      Pulling my hands out of the river, I wiped them dry on my pants.

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you the truth.”

      I stood, and turned to face Hecate, who’d crept up silently behind me. She had that way of moving, like her feet never had to touch the ground.

      “If we return to that reality, will we exist again? Will my friends remember me? Will the past realign itself?”

      Her shoulders lifted and fell with uncertainty. “I honestly don’t know. It’s impossible to say. How can we ever know if someone was here and came back, if we never even knew they were gone?”

      “Well, I aim to put that to the test. I refuse to stay here in this place. Tomorrow, I’m going to find a way out… even if it kills me.”

      Hecate nodded. “I understand. I will help you find a way.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, seeing her shrink into herself. The guilt of what she’d done to me, and maybe to others, weighed on her so much that it seemed to literally be crushing her. “You’re coming with me, Hecate. I won’t let you stay here.”

      She gave me a soft smile and nodded, but there was a look in her eyes that told me that, quite possibly, she hadn’t told me the entire truth. She was hiding something else from me.
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      LUCIAN

      I was back in the battle with the chimera that nearly razed the entire Victory Forest to cinders. I was in the air, zipping around its three heads, trying to electrocute it but having no luck. The beast seemed impervious to my lightning.

      Turning its lion head, it breathed a line of fire at the treeline, setting everything ablaze. Jasmine’s wing caught fire when she flew in its path, and she was forced to drop to the ground, patting at the feathers to snuff it.

      Others, like Su and Quinn, attempted to get the firefighters out of harm’s way. As Quinn picked up one of the men to airlift him out of the forest, the air nearby seemed to open like a wound in someone’s flesh, and Cerberus—the large, black, three-headed dog that belonged to Hades and the underworld—bounded out of it. On his back, he carried the three Furies, winged bat-like women, and a young woman with wild blue hair, dressed all in black.

      The sight of her took my breath in an instant, and I was filled with such fierce emotion that I didn’t know how to react. Even in my dream, I sucked in air in an attempt to control the racing of my heart. I didn’t know her, but I felt so enamored with that woman that it hurt.

      The three Furies took to the air in an instant. With triple shrieks that vibrated in my ears, they shot toward the chimera, weapons brandished, ready for battle. Cerberus charged toward the hovering beast, but it ducked out of his way just as three sets of jaws snapped in the air. He let out a loud, earth-shaking bark, all three heads moving in unison.

      Stunned, I watched as this warrior girl flew into the air, her huge black wings flapping as she nocked an arrow in her bow. “Get the others out of the forest!” she shouted at the hell hound.

      It was then, as she turned her head, that I could see a network of scars on her cheek and along one side of her neck. She also had tattoos on her arms. I’d never seen someone so fierce looking before, and so attractive all at once.

      The dog obeyed. Did Hades send these people to help with the battle? Did this woman command the creatures of the underworld just as the God of Darkness did? If he had sent them to help, it would’ve been a first. All the rumors about Hades hadn’t painted him to be a generous soul. He was Zeus’s and Poseidon’s brother, but as far as I knew he didn’t have anything to do with the academy.

      She let the arrow fly. The chimera maneuvered out of its way, but it ended up in the path of one of the Furies. The blood-haired demigod sliced the creature across the back leg, and it let out a pained roar. Swiftly, the blue-haired girl flew toward me with a smile, tossing me a spear. Without wasting a moment, I caught it, and dove toward the chimera that the Furies now had circled.

      With a fierce thrust, I stabbed it in the flank, just as another arrow came whizzing by, sinking into the left eye on the goat’s head. The Furies let out a collective war cry that startled me a bit, then flew at the chimera—swords and spears advancing.

      The beast turned its lion head just as the Fury with the black hair dove at it. Its large mouth opened, and it blasted a stream of fire. Unfortunately, the Fury didn’t have a chance to duck. The fire immediately caught her wings, burning them to ash, and she dropped like a dead weight. The redheaded sister caught her before she could hit the ground, then she shot back into the air with her sword aimed at the chimera’s side.

      “Cut its wings,” the blue-haired girl shouted.

      The Fury swooped under the beast and veered upward, her sword tearing through its right appendage. The creature banked to the left, toward me. I rolled down toward the ground, almost colliding with it, but was able to get out of the way. Still, the action sent me very close to the rocky side of the cavern. I managed to pull out of my tuck and I soared upward, my wings spread wide.

      I was fully aware that the warrior woman was staring at me, an intensity in her eyes, and it made my gut clench—and other parts of my body take notice. Logically, I didn’t know her, but my dream body sure did, and reacted to her on such a primal level that it was impossible for it not to take over.

      Our connection broke when the Fury with the green hair flew at the chimera, an injured Jasmine with her, and swiped high then low with her sword. The blade caught the left pinion, tearing a hole in the leathery webbing. The beast listed to the side again, struggling to stay in the air.

      It was definitely an opportunity to take the chimera down, and the blue haired girl saw that. Slinging her bow over her shoulder, she unsheathed a long broad sword. She was the most breathtaking, magnificent, and terrifying person I’d ever seen as she swooped toward the chimera. Dodging the stream of fire that spewed from its mouth, she feigned right as the beast went left, but whipped around at the last second, bringing down her sword with a fierce blow. The blade sliced right through the lion’s neck.

      The chimera instantly fell to the ground, its lion’s head rolling across the blackened landscape. Blood stained the soil, seeping into it like dark red ink. Once it was down, the Furies sprung on it to finish the job.

      I watched as the blue-haired warrior descended to the ground, her gaze searching for me. Our eyes locked on each other and another wave of intense emotion surged through me.

      Who was that woman? Why did she have such a hold on me?

      I didn’t know, but in the dream, I was enraptured by her.

      Slowly, I landed too, smiling at the girl, feeling triumphant at the chimera’s demise. Something hit me then. It was like being struck with a metal, spiked baseball bat across the shoulder blades. The pain was sudden and instant. A burning, but not from fire. No. Whatever that was infected my blood, and like acid, it seared my insides from my head to my feet.

      As my body convulsed, I cried out, flinging a hand out toward the girl, reaching for her to save me. Thinking that, somehow, she could.

      “Nooo!” Screaming, she sprinted toward me. Her sword already in motion, she lopped off the snake tail that had bitten me. I dropped to the ground, but she caught me in her arms before I could hit the rocky edge of the gorge and fall into it.

      Gently, the girl settled me on the ground, my body quivering across her lap. I couldn’t stop shaking as the venom coursed through me, shutting down my organs one by one. I’d be dead soon, that I already knew.

      Although I didn’t want to die, I really didn’t want to leave her. “Blue…” I gasped, unsure exactly why I said that. Was that her name?

      “Don’t talk,” she whispered, rocking me in her arms. “Save your energy. It’s going to be okay.” Tears rolled down her pale blood-streaked cheeks. I so wanted to lift a hand and wipe them away.

      The Furies, and Jasmine gathered around us.

      “Help him,” she begged Jasmine.

      Unfortunately, she could only press her lips together as she cried. “I don’t know what to do.”

      The flapping sound of wings reached us when others landed nearby. Ren ran to our side, kneeling down to touch my face. “What happened?”

      The warrior girl opened her mouth, but no words escaped. She looked like she was in shock, and I wanted to console her even as I felt the life slipping away from me.

      “The chimera’s snake bit him in the back,” Jasmine answered through sobs.

      As gently as he could, Ren rolled me a bit so he could look at my back, but I could see his throat swallowing the hard truth.

      The girl started to cry even harder and she ran a hand over my face. “It’s okay, baby. You’re going to be okay.”

      “Blue…” My hand lifted, weakly cupping her cheek. “I love you.”

      “Someone help me!” she screamed.

      With her voice I felt a darkness coming. It floated over me and swallowed me whole. Except, she—the fierce warrior woman—was there with me.

      She remained with me, in the shadows…

      I jolted straight up on the bed, my throat dry, my breathing ragged. Unsteady, my hands ran over my sweaty face, and I swung my legs over the side of the cot. My heart raced, and I swore I could still feel the sting of the chimera’s bite along my shoulder blades. Reaching over my shoulder, I touched my bare back to make sure there was nothing there. My skin was as smooth as it always had been. The only marks there, were the thin slats along my shoulder blades where my wings emerged.

      I’d never had a dream that vivid before. I wondered if Dionysus spiked the punch at the impromptu jam session he put on last night, in the dining hall. My head was pounding like I had drank too much.

      Getting up, I did some push-ups and crunches to blow the cobwebs off, then dressed in my usual training gear and went down to the dining hall for breakfast. Everyone was already there when I arrived. After getting a tray and scooping up some eggs, toast, and oatmeal, I sat at our usual table.

      Cassandra frowned at me when I took the chair beside her. “Everything okay? Your aura is all fuzzy.”

      “I, ah, had the most vivid dream.”

      She didn’t say anything, but she did get kind of quiet. “About what?”

      “It was really weird. It was about that time we battled the chimera last year…”

      Jasmine, Georgina, Ren and Diego all perked up as I told the story.

      “That was crazy,” Jasmine agreed. “Sometimes my wing still aches a bit.”

      “Anyway, it was the battle, but there was this girl there. A girl with blue-hair and black wings. She just kind of showed up with Cerberus and the Furies, and basically slaughtered the chimera.”

      “She stole your glory, bro,” Ren joked.

      “Were the Furies as gruesome in your dream as we’ve heard about?” Jasmine asked.

      I shrugged, feeling stupid after telling them about my dream. It all sounded so ridiculous. “I don’t know. They kinda looked like bats but one had red hair, one had black, and one had green.”

      “Stylish bats, who knew?” Jasmine laughed, the others joined her.

      “This girl with the blue hair, was she hot?” Diego waggled his eyebrows at me, then his gaze went to Cassandra who had yet to respond. He stopped messing around.

      “It was just really intense, that’s all.”

      Once I finished my breakfast, we all got to our respective duties in the academy. Cassandra seemed a bit distracted when I hugged her goodbye. I had elemental training with the new recruits. Since Zeus’s untimely departure, it was up to me now to teach everyone how to create and control lightning.

      Ren got in the pool with Poseidon while I stood on the top ramp in the elemental building, next to the lightning rods that protruded through the ceiling. Georgina helped Demeter with manipulating plants and rocks, and Jasmine aided Hephaistos in teaching the new recruits about handling fire.

      The only God teaching on his own was Erebus, who worked with the recruits on how to create and use the shadows. There wasn’t another recruit at the academy that possessed the ability to manipulate the shadows like Erebus could. It was a power for those born to the darkness.

      Thinking about shadows, made me think about the blue-haired girl from my dream again. I wasn’t sure why. Although, it could’ve been the way she was dressed, and how she seemed to command or at least ally with those who existed in the darkness—like Cerberus and the Furies.

      I was so distracted by my thoughts of her, I nearly electrocuted one of my students.

      After class, I flew to the hedge maze outside of academy to meet up with Cassandra. It was sort of our spot. It was where we first met, when Prometheus brought the new recruits on a tour of the grounds. I’d just happened to be sitting in the gazebo, doing some meditation when they came through the path.

      I’d noticed her, with her wild red hair and intense gaze, immediately. I had been drawn to her.

      Cassandra was already there, sitting in the gazebo when I landed next to it. I walked up the few steps into the pale stone and wood structure, smiling, but she didn’t return my smile. Something was up, so I sat next to her when she didn’t get up to greet me.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You know that blue-haired girl you dreamt about?” She looked down at the floor as she spoke.

      I nodded.

      “I dreamt about her too last night.”

      “What? How is that possible? Are you sure it was the same girl?”

      “Short, choppy blue hair, blue eyes, black wings, tattoos, and a spiderweb type scarring along one side of her face and down her neck? Kind of looked like a lightning pattern?”

      Swallowing, I nodded.

      “In my dream, the blue haired girl was sparring with Medusa in the eastern training field. They were fighting like they were both enemies and allies, if that makes any sense. You were there, as was Jasmine, Gina, and the others. You were cheering her on. And the way… the way you looked at her, I could tell that you were in love with her.” She turned her head slightly to glance at me, probably to gauge my reaction to that.

      My hands scrubbed my face. I didn’t know what was happening. It was too weird. “What does it mean?”

      Cassandra shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Is it one of your visions?”

      She licked her lips, her face contorting as if her next words would change everything. “I’m not sure, it almost feels like a memory.”

      Meeting her gaze, I reluctantly nodded. I had thought the same thing.

      Ever since I woke from the dream, notions about the blue-haired girl stayed with me. Like I thought that she was originally from Pecunia, and her favorite food was pancakes with a lot of chocolate sauce and whipped cream piled on top. Why I thought that, I didn’t know, but it stuck.

      I also thought about how her skin felt under my fingers, and the smell of her hair. It was so powerful that it disturbed me. How could I have these memories of someone I didn’t know?
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      MELANY

      After resting a bit in the cave, eating the rest of the rodent Hecate cooked, and filling a makeshift canteen with the safe water from the pool, we set out to find a way out of the meadows. I was determined despite the odds stacked against us.

      Hecate had said that she walked along the river and couldn’t find a way out of there. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe her, but I needed to see it for myself. Lucian had always held that I was one of the most stubborn people he ever knew.

      Lucian.

      I sighed. I hoped I could get back, and he would remember me again. Seeing him with all our friends, and with Cassandra, had been a punch to the gut. It was hard knowing everything that had happened to him, them, and the academy had occurred without me.

      Their future had changed without me as well. For the better? I couldn’t say. Or basically, I didn’t really want to consider that notion.

      We left the cave and trudged toward the river. It was slow going as the fog seemed to get thicker. A defense mechanism? Quite possibly. I could barely see my hand before my face, let alone the ground at my feet. We walked very close together, so we didn’t lose sight of each other.

      When we reached the river’s edge, we started going north along its bank. Everything looked the same—same small rocks, scrub, wildflowers with no real color—nothing to distinguish how far we’d gotten. We could’ve been moving within one spot, in an endless gray loop for all I knew.

      Also, I couldn’t tell how long we’d been gone. I needed something to help me tell the passage of time. It would most definitely ground me, and stop me from going mad. Since there was no sun or moon to cross the sky, I needed something else, like an hourglass.

      Hecate nearly bumped into me when I stopped and looked at the ground. Kicking the pebbles, I realized there was some sandy dirt along the shore. Crouching, I tore at my other sleeve, made a little pouch that I could tie to my belt. I filled it with the sand.

      “What are you doing?” Hecate asked.

      “Making a clock. I can’t handle not knowing if time has passed or not.”

      Once it was secure to my belt, I poked a tiny hole in the bottom so the sand could slowly drain out. When the pouch was empty, I’d know that a certain amount of time had passed. I would think of it as a sand hour. Then, we started walking again.

      After three sand hours had passed, I started to feel weird—Disassociated from my body in a way. Like floating. My legs were on autopilot, putting one foot in front of the other, my arms swinging ever so slightly, my head bobbing to the monotonous motion. My mind drifted, and I started to think about Hades.

      I knew I should have been thinking about Lucian and my friends, but when untethered, my thoughts automatically went toward the God of the Underworld, how much I missed him, and how I longed to be with him still.

      The thought of the first time I saw him bloomed in my mind, when he just appeared in the auditorium at the academy, claiming me as his apprentice. I’d been shocked, but secretly thrilled at the possibilities. He had intrigued me during those few unexpected meetings at the gazebo in the maze, as he strummed his guitar, and looked at me with that way he had. When he took me without warning through the shadows, I’d fought, kicked, and screamed at the gull of his ego, but deep down, I had been inflamed with a passion I had no idea had existed.

      Something inside me had ignited and it hadn’t ever stopped burning.

      So wrapped up in my memories, I didn’t see the large boulders stacked up on the river’s edge, and I ran smack into them. My knees buckled and I tumbled to the ground, nearly rolling into the water. Hecate managed to grab me by the arm before I did, yanking me back.

      Startled, I blinked up at her. “Thanks.”

      “You need to watch where you are walking,” she chided, helping

      “It’s hard in this place. Everything looks the same.”

      “That is how it wears you down. How it lulls you into accepting your fate, and drinking the water.”

      I looked down at the rushing river, acutely aware that I almost succumbed to it. “When you drink, do you just lose your memories? Does something else happen?”

      Swallowing, Hecate nodded. “It’s said that if you drink the Waters of Forgetfulness, you not only forget who you are, but what you are.”

      My brows wrinkled in concern. That sounded menacing, but I was afraid to ask exactly what it meant. I thanked her again for saving me, and we got back onto the trail to keep advancing along the river.

      Once two more sand hours passed, I decided to stop for a drink of water from the canteen. My stomach also rumbled, and I wondered if Hecate knew where we could get more berries. I was about to ask her, when I spied a dark form undulating in the gray mist—about six feet to the left of where we stood.

      I wondered whether Hecate saw the same form, when she grabbed my arm and nodded toward another shadowy shape moving down stream from us. I looked up stream, and found more activity. Were they animals or people? Maybe something else altogether. With the way Hecate tensed against me, her fingernails digging into my flesh in warning, I was betting on the latter.

      I immediately called my powers to the surface. Sparks buzzed around my fingers, just as the skin on my hands heated—my fire ability simmered just below. My powers were a bit muted, but I hoped they would be enough to combat whatever was coming out of the fog.

      We didn’t have long to wait as three, no, four black shapes floated toward us. They seemed humanoid, but that was where the familiarity ended. They actually appeared to be shadows, with wisps of arms and legs as mere suggestions of what limbs should look like.

      “Shades,” Hecate whispered.

      “What are they?”

      “They used to be people. Mortals, demigods, Gods, I’m not sure which.” She stepped closer to me as the one on her left got near. “Anyone who drank the water from the river. This is what happens to them. They become apparitions. They forget that they were ever people.”

      “What do they want?”

      “To feed on our energy. To take over our bodies.”

      Awesome. Just awesome. “How do we kill them?”

      “We have to fill them with what they fear most.”

      I turned to gawk at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Before she could answer, one of the shades lunged at her, but Hecate was quick to counter the attack with a blast of magic. The beam of green energy surged from her hands, going right through the spectre, and slowing it down enough for her to get out of its way.

      I wasn’t as lucky. The shade closest to me was able to enshroud me before I could blast it with a bolt of lightning. It surrounded me like a shadow but it was so cold, icy, bitter, and I immediately started to shiver.

      Calling on the fire that waited just beneath my skin, bright flames ignited in my hands. Instantly, I formed a fire ball between them and blindly flung it out, not knowing if I was hitting anything significant.

      “Melany!” Hecate’s voice was faint and muffled, as if coming from outside a room. “Be careful! They can fool you into believing—” Her words cut off before she could finish the sentence.

      I whirled around left then right, trying to figure out how I could get away from this shade, but there didn’t seem to be a corporeal version of it that I could escape. It was smoke and darkness all around me, nothing I could grab hold of and yank. It acted very much like the shadows I was used to, the darkness I’d become accustomed to, and that made me think about Hades again.

      “Hello, Melany.”

      His voice came from behind me, and I spun to see him materialize from the dark mist. He was there, standing in front of me, his dark hair slicked back from his beautiful, angular face. He wore one of his usually expensive dark suits, and a crisp, white, buttoned-up shirt with a collar.

      “Hades?”

      He smiled. It was slow and lazy, and it made my belly clench so hard I nearly gasped.

      Closing the gap between us, I lifted a hand to touch his face. He was real. I sighed in relief when I felt the stubble along his chin under my fingers. “How are you here?”

      “Not sure, actually.” He shrugged his shoulders, then ran a hand over his suit jacket. “I thought I was gone for good.”

      My arms wrapped around him, and I buried my face into his chest with such force that I nearly knocked him backward. I could feel tears welling in my eyes. I couldn’t believe he was here, and that I had my arms around him.

      A hand stroked the back of my head. “I take it you missed me.”

      “Yes, I missed you, you ass.” I raised my head to look him in the eyes. “Where did you go? I saw you turn to ash right in front of me. I looked for you, thinking you were in Elysium.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. But I’m here now, and that’s what’s important.” His hand came around to cup my cheek, angling my chin up to his. “Kiss me. Show me how much you missed me.”

      I didn’t hesitate, and my lips were on his.

      The kiss was everything I’d hoped it would be. Hot, wet, and deep. I moaned into him, my whole body melting in his arms.

      His other hand came up to my face, cupping the other cheek, and he deepened the kiss. After a few seconds, everything started to feel strange. It felt like he was holding me so I wouldn’t move, so he could sweep his tongue over mine.

      Suddenly, I started to choke. Like the air was being sucked from my lungs.

      Both hands against his chest, I tried to push him back, but he was strong and held me firmly. What was going on? What was he doing to me? I attempted to speak against his mouth. I strained to say ‘no, stop!’ but I couldn’t get the words out of me. At that point, I was having trouble even breathing.

      “Fight Melany…”

      Hecate’s voice pierced the veil of darkness around me. Her words coming in fits and starts.

      “…use your gifts.”

      With her urgent words I called up the fire, trying to set his clothes ablaze, but the flames didn’t seem to take. There was a small burst, and then it went out like someone had blown hard. Concentrating, I reached for the lightning zipping through me, but again, it fizzled and didn’t produce the effect that I desired.

      I was running out of options, as I felt my life force being drained away. This was what Hecate had warned me against. The shade had taken on the form of the one person I would gladly and happily cling to. It had used my most intimate desires and thoughts against me.

      Fire and lightning were the abilities I always used, because they were easy and simple to manipulate, but I had other weapons inside me. Powers my friends had given to me with trust. I reached for them next, hoping beyond hope that I found something that would save my life.

      Focusing on the ground beneath me, I searched for an element to use. I found tree roots way down deep, but I didn’t think they would be helpful. There was nothing for them to wrap around and crush. There were other components in the earth that I touched. Oxygen and silicon that made up the rocks. Other minerals came up, until I found what I was looking for—Iron.

      Siphoning it from the dirt, I pulled harshly and drew it up, forging a type of wall. The moment the iron touched the shadows around me, I felt them shrink away.

      Hades—or the apparition’s aberration of him—lurched away from me. When his lips left mine, I dropped to the ground, taking in as many greedy gulps of air as I could. As I continued to struggle to breathe, I drew more iron from the earth. The more I constructed, the more the shade quivered around me. I could feel its pain while the element surrounded it, encasing it in a metal prison.

      Eventually, the shadows about me dissipated and solidified back into one form.

      Coming to my side, Hecate helped me to my feet. “Now that you’ve imprisoned it, you have to kill it.”

      I swallowed. “How?” My throat hurt, but I was still able to choke out the question.

      “Push it into the river. That is what it fears the most. That which took its soul.”

      I was shaky on my feet, but I knew I had to do what Hecate suggested, or else the shade would come back to literally haunt me. Its dark form quivered inside the iron cage I’d put it in, knowing what I was going to do.

      Grabbing the iron bars I’d created, I dragged the cage to the river’s edge. Before I sent it over, a face formed inside the black silhouette. Hade’s face.

      “Don’t kill me, Melany. I love you. We can be together forever.”

      “You are already dead.”

      Blinking back tears, I shoved the shade into the river. Within seconds, the iron structure sunk into the river’s depths, taking the shade with it. The water was like acid to the shadow monster; it bubbled as the cage sank. I could hear its desperate shrieks and the rattling of the bars on the cage as it fought to get out, but it was pointless.
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      MELANY

      After we made sure the shade was gone, Hecate helped me over to the outcropping of rocks and I sat down, resting my back against one of the smooth stones. She handed me the canteen and I drank a few mouthfuls, not wanting to waste it.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      Without looking at her, I nodded, because I felt foolish having been tricked. “How did you get rid of the other shades?”

      “I didn’t. They all kind of converged on you as one.”

      “So, I destroyed them all in the river?”

      “It looks like it.” Taking a sip of water, she sat down beside me.

      I scrubbed at my face and sighed, angry at myself. “I should’ve known it wasn’t real. I can’t believe how stupid I was.”

      “It knew what emotions to feed on. The ones that drive you.”

      My gaze got lost over the river, and around the gray mist that constantly just hung in the air, obscuring everything. “I wanted him to be alive so badly that I disregarded every ounce of reason I had. I knew it wasn’t really him. I knew it.” I slapped my hand down on my leg in frustration. “So stupid.”

      “Yes, it was stupid,” a low, gravelly voice agreed, coming from under the dark fall of Hecate’s stringy hair.

      With a shake of her head, Hecate scowled. “Don’t listen to her. She’s always surly.”

      “She’s right though. I need to let go. I need to stop hanging onto the hope that Hades is alive somewhere.”

      “I understand your suffering,” Hecate admitted, “I too lost someone, and searched for them all over the different realms.”

      “Did he die?”

      She shook her head. “No, she was transformed into an animal and cast out into the world.”

      “Who would do such a thing?” Although I asked, I already had an inkling of the answer. There were only so many people in the world who could be that cruel, and I’d battled one in particular the entire time I was at the academy.

      Hecate gave me a knowing look. “Aphrodite transformed my lover, Gale, into a polecat when she refused to perform a curse on someone Aphrodite wanted to punish. So, she was punished instead.”

      “I’m so sorry, Hecate. That’s awful.”

      “I’ve searched for her all over the world, in the underworld, even in the Temple of Night before Nyx snapped me to this place. I’ve even searched for her here. But I’ve been all over the meadows—from the hills to the lake—and I’ve never seen her.” Sighing, she rested the back of her head against the rocks. “The only thing in that lake is the hydra, and it’s not friendly at all.”

      I perked up at that, it was so unexpected. “You’ve seen the hydra?”

      She nodded. “Yes, all nine of its heads.”

      A bit of a thrill rushed through me. “There’s only one hydra, right? Like, there aren’t a whole bunch of them, like the cyclopses?”

      “Yes, there is only one.” Her eyes narrowed at me.

      “Then, how can it be here, and in the lake near the academy?” No longer feeling tired, sore, or defeated, I got to my feet. Feeling invigorated by the possibility of what Hecate had just told me, I offered her my hand to pull her to her feet. “Show me this lake.”

      I followed Hecate down the river, over a few rolling hills, and then a vast valley where—after moving through the floating mist—I saw a large pool of water. A few trees dotted the shore.

      It was the lake.

      As I ran across the meadow to the lakeside, I couldn’t stifle my excitement at the possibility at getting the hell out of here. This could be it. This could be the way home. If there was only one hydra, and it was here even though I’d seen it in the lake at the academy, that meant it had a way to cross from one lake to the other. If it could cross, then Hecate and I could cross too.

      Gazing out over the still surface of the water, I willed the appearance of its nine heads. I’d never wanted to see a beast so badly in my life than I did right then. Well, that wasn’t completely true. If I could see Cerberus right now, I’d be ecstatic.

      “Do you remember when you saw it last?”

      “I’m not sure. Time is a blur in my mind. But it was fairly early in my days here I believe.”

      I supposed it didn’t matter when she saw it last. It wasn’t like I could look at the calendar in my cell to make a timetable for the hydra’s coming and goings. The only thing we could do was stand there, watch the water and wait.

      “Do you see any of those berry bushes around?” I asked Hecate. “I’m hungry, and I suspect we’re going to be sitting here a while.”

      “I did see a couple on the way here. I’ll go pick some.” Leaving me by the shore, she went to go find the bushes.

      When she was gone, I sat cross-legged on the grassy terrain. I was still lightheaded and tired from almost having my life sucked out of me by the shades, but I was buoyed by the slight chance of finding a way out of here.

      I picked up some small stones that peppered the grass, and tossed them into the lake. It reminded me of all the times Lucian and I had gone to the lake near the academy to skip stones. Thinking about how frustrated he’d always get because I was better than he was made me smile. He tried to hide it, but I could tell in the way his forehead would furrow, and his eyes crinkled when he was about to fling the stone.

      Did he skip stones with Cassandra now? I didn’t think so, she didn’t seem like the tossing rocks type of girl.

      It was so strange to think about his life without me in it, without ever meeting me. I considered how many things were the same; like having the same friends and being good at the same things—hand to hand combat for example. Then, there were the things that were different. They all still had red wings, so they never ascended to being demigods. That made me wonder if the big battle to overcome Zeus had ever happened. Revana was still alive, so that was a big possibility. Maybe Lucian was living in a timeline where Zeus didn’t betray everyone, or maybe no one had found out about it yet.

      Was he happy without me? He’d definitely looked happy. I couldn’t remember a moment when he’d looked that relaxed and joyous around me. Maybe I wasn’t any good for him, and instead, I was making his life miserable. That thought had crossed my mind even before being snapped out of existence and sent to the meadows.

      Once I got back, that was something to consider. I was going to have to do a re-examination of our relationship. Whether it was good for either one of us. Maybe I needed to really let him go, like I needed to do with Hades.

      While I waited, I thought about the Goddess of Witchcraft. She was an enigma. Both scary as hell, and kind and compassionate. Not like the woman Lucian had described. I didn’t know what to expect when she had first found me and brought me to her cave, though she proceeded to try and eat me. In the past, she certainly hadn’t been a friend, but that was how I was starting to think of her. She’d saved me now a few times and if that wasn’t a friend, I didn’t know what was.

      She returned not long after, sat beside me, and we shared the berries she’d collected in the pouch of her skirt. It was nothing compared to the hearty meals I’d eaten at the academy, or shared with Hades in his hall, but at least it was something. Starving in a place like this would be horrific.

      After we finished the berries, and watched over the water, I spied a ripple in the middle of the lake. At first, I thought maybe my eyes were just dry and sore, rippling from the grit in them, but then I saw it again. A bigger wave this time.

      “Look. I see something.” Pointing, I got to my feet, and edged closer to the water lapping onto the shore to get a better look. Hecate joined me and we both squinted over the gray mist.

      Holding my breath, I watched and waited. More rippling spread, and a wave of water shot up over my boots. There was definitely something big moving around below the surface. We didn’t have to wait long. A reptilian-like head with rows of webbed frills breached the lake, then another one, and another, until all nine heads stuck out of the water.

      It was the hydra.

      Grinning, I made a little whoop. “Thank the Gods.”

      Once the heads vanished, dipping back under the surface, it was enough for me to know that there was a way out of here. A way home. If the hydra could cross from this world to the next, then so could we. Without hesitation, I grabbed Hecate’s hand, and started to walk into the lake.

      She pulled back. “What are you doing?”

      “Going home. All we have to do is swim down to where the hydra is, and find out how it came through.”

      “I don’t have your water gifts. I won’t be able to breathe that long underwater.”

      “Can you use a spell or something?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I might be able to cast a protection spell around my head. Like a shield to keep the water out and the air in.”

      “Okay. Won’t know until we try it.”

      Reluctantly nodding, she moved her hands in front of her in a complicated pattern. Soon, a green glow blossomed around her face. It grew and grew until it looked like a large balloon or helmet—her head in the center. Once done, she let me pull her into the water. I took in a deep breath, and kicked down into the lake. Hecate followed me down, but stopped to test her spell. After a few seconds of deep breathing, she gave me a thumbs up, and together, we dove as deep as we could go in search of the hydra and the portal back to the academy.
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      LUCIAN

      Alone, I walked down the row of stalls in the stables, just outside the obstacle course and bow training field. Passing several unicorns and griffins that stomped their big feet in annoyance, I made my way to where the Pegasus was housed, and leaned over the half door.

      “Hey beautiful.”

      Immediately walking over to me, Aella snorted, and butted my hand with her nose. Opening the stall, I came inside to brush her, and running my hand over the Pegasus’s flank, I gave her a firm pat. It had been a few months since I’d taken her out for a ride, and she’d obviously missed it as well. Aella rewarded me by nuzzling my cheek.

      “We’ll go out soon, okay?”

      When Aella butted me in the shoulder with her nose, I took that as a yes.

      The night before I’d had another dream about the blue-haired warrior, and it made me want to come out to the stables. In the dream, “Blue” and I were training in the obstacle course with Artemis. Grabbing a bow and quiver of arrows, she ran for the stables while I watched from the sidelines.

      When “Blue” came out again, she was riding Aethon—the biggest of the fire-breathing horses, and Ares’s personal mount. If I’d told Ares about that girl riding Aethon in the dream, he would’ve laughed at me. No one had ever ridden his horse before. Yet, as she did, everyone in the crowd, including me, had been awestruck at her prowess and ability. “Blue” had completed the course in record time, beating Revana.

      It also made me think about my own course training, and how Aella had allowed me to ride her into the challenge. I missed Aella’s presence in turn, compelling me to come out to the stables to see her. I knew it had just been a dream, but something about it pricked at my memories, and the emotions I experienced during my training.

      Once I finished brushing her, I fed Aella her favorite treat—a golden apple from one of the trees in the garden that Demeter tended. There was something so exhilarating about riding on the Pegasus as she soared though the air. I loved flying on my own, using my own wings, but sometimes it was just as powerful to be allowed to ride this beautiful winged horse. That Aella trusted me enough was an honor.

      After leaving the stables, I wandered over to the practice field, to watch Artemis and Jasmine put the new recruits through their paces. Cassandra was one of those recruits, and I observed her as she picked up the bow, rapidly firing four arrows at the round targets down the field. Two of them hit the bullseye, the other two struck just outside.

      As the others clapped and cheered at her achievement, she turned around and caught my gaze. Her nose crinkled as she smiled, and I grinned back. She looked so utterly surprised at her own skill and ability. That was one of the things I liked about Cassandra, her humbleness. It was very cute.

      Then, her smile began to fade, and her arms went slack—the bow dropping from her grip. Just as it hit the ground, she listed to the side and also fell. As her body convulsed on the earth, I started to run toward her.

      She was having a vision.

      Others gathered around Cassandra, but did give her room. Artemis crouched next to her, gently holding her head so it wouldn’t bounce on the hard-packed dirt. Standing over her, I just watched. There wasn’t anything anyone could do, except make sure she didn’t harm herself while she seized. I hated when she went through that as it just seemed so violent, even more so this time around, but it was part of who she was.

      I’d witnessed her have three visions so far, and it never got easier. Although, this one seemed different. More powerful.

      After another minute or two, Cassandra stopped convulsing. She lay still on the ground, her eyes closed. Once her eyelids finally fluttered open, she looked around at all the faces staring down at her with concern. Her gaze met mine and I offered her a little smile to let her know it was okay.

      Artemis helped her sit up, and Jasmine handed her a bottle of water.

      “I’m okay.” Cassandra assured with a nod, and took a sip.

      “Are you sure you’re all right? You still look pale.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “It looked really intense this time.”

      Licking her lips, she grabbed my hand and Jasmine’s, guiding us to the side, away from the others who had gone back to their training. “I have to tell you what I saw, and you have to believe me.”

      My brows wrinkled in confusion. “Okay. You’re freaking me out a bit.”

      Exchanging a glance with me, Jasmine nodded. “Me too.”

      Yet, Cassandra’s expression only sobered. “Someone is coming.”

      Jasmine gave her a look. “Who?”

      “You don’t know her in this life, but you did in another.”

      “You know I hate it when you talk in riddles,” Jasmine grunted. “I can never figure them out.”

      Yet, I knew what she was talking about. “The blue-haired girl,” I murmured. I knew instantly that was true.

      Cassandra’s fingers interlaced with mine, squeezing my hand. “Yes.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Jasmine frowned at us both. “You don’t mean the girl you had a dream about the other night?”

      Sighing, I nodded.

      “How can she be coming here? She’s a dream person. She doesn’t exist.”

      “I think she does exist,” I replied, rubbing at my mouth. I was confused about the whole thing, but quietly sure Cassandra was telling the truth. “Cass and I both dreamt about her that night. And to be honest, it felt more like a memory than anything else.”

      “But how is that possible?” Jasmine pressed. “How can you have a memory of someone you’ve never met?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “But haven’t we seen a lot of things here at the academy that have been unbelievable?”

      Calling Cassandra’s attention, Jasmine focused on her. “What exactly did you see in your vision?”

      “You, Lucian, Gina, Ren, and I were all standing on the shore of the lake at midday, waiting for something.”

      Jasmine’s gaze lifted to the blue sky, the sun was just starting to reach its zenith. “You mean midday today?”

      Cassandra nodded. “Yes, we need to get Gina and Ren, and we need to go to the lake right now.”

      “Why the lake?” Jasmine asked.

      “I don’t know exactly. My visions aren’t always clear. Most times it’s a feeling, more than anything else. A compulsion.”

      “And you feel compelled to go to the lake with all of us?”

      Cassandra nodded, and I could see the panic and despair capturing her eyes. To have visions so intense must be terrifying.

      “I don’t get it.” Jasmine shook her head. “Why is this girl so important?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassandra confessed. “But we need to be there for her. We need to save her, because I think she will be the one to fix the world.”

      Taken aback by her words, Jasmine looked at me. “What do you think? Does this make any sense to you?”

      I thought about the girl in my dreams. There was definitely something familiar about her. I didn’t understand how I could know her and not remember her, but it seemed like it was true. Really strong emotions filled me both times I dreamt about her. It had to mean something. Maybe we were all suffering from some sort of mass amnesia.

      “It doesn’t make sense, but somehow, it feels true,” I finally answered. “I think Cass is right. We need to get Gina and Ren and go to the lake.”

      “Okay,” Jasmine conceded as she unfurled her wings. “This is crazy but heck, what isn’t crazy about being at an academy for demigods, training to be in a Gods army? After a couple of years, it should all just be part of the course.”

      My red wings also spread out—the same hue as Jasmine’s and the rest of my peers’. Yet, in that moment, I remembered that in my dream about the blue-haired warrior, my wings and the others’ had been white—as if we had already ascended to demigod status. It was an interesting detail, I thought, one I hadn’t really considered until now.

      To get to the lake on time, we’d need to fly to the academy, find Gina and Ren, and fly to the lake. Holding Cassandra by the waist, since she didn’t have her wings yet, I lifted us into the air. She immediately stiffened, and I knew she didn’t like to fly. Really, I couldn’t blame her; I probably wouldn’t like it either if I had to be carried.

      Our first stop was the gardens, where Georgina was most likely digging in the dirt, and talking to the plants that grew there. It was where she spent most days. Her attention shifted when we swooped in and landed by the fig trees. She walked over to us.

      “You all look like you’re on a mission.” Her gaze went from my face, to Jasmine’s, to Cassandra’s. “What’s up?”

      “You need to come with us to the lake,” I urged.

      She made a face. “Why would I want to do that? I got work to do.”

      “It’s hard to explain, but Cass had a vision just now, and we all need to go to the lake together.”

      “Why? What’s supposed to happen?”

      “They think the blue-haired girl from their dreams is going to be there or something,” Jasmine said in a rush.

      Georgina’s eyebrows lifted. “Like a mermaid or something?”

      “No, it’s not like that.” I threw up my hands in frustration. “Just, just come with us. Okay? It’s important.”

      “Okay.” , confused by my behavior.

      “Do you know where Ren is?” I asked.

      “The last time I saw him, he was heading to the forge. Something about Hephaistos making him a new trident or something.”

      We couldn’t fly into the academy, so we went through the main doors, and toward the long, winding staircase that headed down into the belly of the building and the forge.

      Before we could descend the stairs though, Aphrodite stepped in our way, pretty much blocking us. “Where are you all off to in such a hurry?”

      Her question was basic and innocuous, but a shiver rushed down my back anyway. There was something in the way she looked at us, especially Cassandra, that rubbed me in the wrong way. In fact, a lot of things that the Goddess did and said bothered me, but I could never really pinpoint why. Her behavior was just off… wrong somehow.

      “Hephaistos asked us to come help him with a project.” The lie just rolled off my tongue. Luckily, none of the others looked at me strangely to give us away.

      Aphrodite’s gaze seemed to burrow into me, and I could tell she didn’t believe me. Then she grinned, and it was her usually sardonic, humorless smile that dripped more venom than honey. “Have fun.” Her hand waved us toward the stairs, as if giving us permission to use them.

      And use them we did. We ran down the steps, and into the forge. Time was ticking.

      When we found Ren, he was spinning his new golden trident over his head. He stopped to show it to us. “Isn’t it wicked?”

      “It’s great, but right now you need to come with us,” I urged.

      “Why, what’s up?”

      Georgina patted his arm. “Don’t ask. Just accept your fate and come along quietly.”

      Thankfully he did. That was one thing I really liked about Ren, he was loyal, and didn’t question too much. If there was something he could do for his friends, he always jumped to be first in line.

      Leaving the school, we all took to the air, and I led the pack to the lake.

      A thread of excitement coursed through me as we flew across the training fields, and spires of the academy. Something monumental was about to happen, I could feel it all the way to my bones. I didn’t know who this blue-haired girl was, but I had to admit that I was vibrating with anticipation to meet her.
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      MELANY

      It didn’t take long to realize how big and deep the lake was. It had to be to hide a twenty-five-foot, nine-headed, giant creature called a hydra.

      I’d encountered the beast before, during the water trial in my first year at the academy. It had tried to eat my friend, Diego—well, maybe not eat him, but it was definitely playing around with its food—but Ren and I had rescued him. The hydra hadn’t been happy about that, and it emerged from the water like a volcano. Ren and I did inadvertently win the trial, when we reached the beach on the huge wave the beast had made.

      Kicking my legs swiftly, I kept going deeper. Hecate struggled a bit behind me, but so far, her spell was working. Her head remained emerged in the big bubble—much like one of those old times diver’s helmets. The water was murky, so it was hard to see, and I couldn’t very well create a fire ball in the water for light.

      I glanced over at Hecate. “We need light?” With my hands, I mimed not being able to distinguish anything.

      She must’ve understood what I was babbling about, because her hands flicked around in the water, and a soft green glow formed in front of her. Nudging it forward, she sent it floating in front of us. It wasn’t bright, but it was enough for me to see a few feet ahead of us.

      After diving down another few feet, I finally spotted the spiked tail of the hydra. Careful not to get too close—I really didn’t want it to turn around and eat us—we followed it down to the bottom of the lake.

      When the hydra reached the rocky terrain, it started to walk along the edge, but it seemed like it was just taking a daytime stroll. Frustration filled me, and hope started to seep out of my pores. Maybe I had been wrong. Maybe there was no portal and Hecate and I were stuck in the meadows for the rest of eternity, slowly going mad with each passing day.

      We continued to follow the hydra, but my lungs were starting to ache. I couldn’t hold my breath forever. The longest I’d reached, back at the academy, was fifteen minutes—when Ren and I were playing around in the pool at the elemental training room—and I was sure we were nearing that time limit. Eventually, I would have to go back up to the surface to take in some oxygen, and then dive down again.

      My attention shifted to Hecate, wondering if she could make me one of her air bubble heads. I was about to ask her, when the hydra started digging in the bottom.

      After a few minutes of digging, a hole was created, a large gaping hole. Then, it did a nine-headed dive into it, kicking hard with its back legs. Incredulously, I watched as the huge beast disappeared into the sand, all that was left was his tail, which quickly got sucked into the crevice. It sort of looked like a pool of quicksand.

      We swam down to get a closer look. It had to have been a portal. There was no way the hydra, that was the size of a brachiosaurus dinosaur, could just disappear into a hole in the bottom of the lake. It wasn’t a crab.

      As my gaze connected with Hecate’s, I pointed to the hole, which was slowly starting to refill with sand and rocks.

      She shook her head and shrugged.

      Glancing back to the hole, urgency filled me. It was now or never. We wouldn’t get another chance.

      I dove down into the burrow, kicking as hard as I could to squirm my way into the strange portal. As I swam, I hoped Hecate had followed, but I couldn’t worry about her right now. I was too busy trying not to get grit in my nose and mouth. That would be just my luck, to drown in a pool of quicksand while underwater.

      For a few seconds—completely submersed in the sand—the granules in my hair, ears, and peppering my cheeks threatened to invade my nostrils and eyes, until I thought that was how I was going to die. I could feel my lungs being crushed while the air was expelled out of me. I’d already lost the chance to swim back to the surface to get more air. I lost any chance to do anything but keep digging through the portal.

      I wasn’t even sure I could get out anymore.

      The thought of never seeing Lucian and my friends again kept me pushing forward. I had to get back home to them. Even if they didn’t remember me, I wanted—needed—to see them again. Touch them, hug them, laugh with them. Without them, I would be nothing.

      Without them in my life, it wouldn’t be worth living.

      With that in my mind, I scrambled harder through the silt, my lungs nearly bursting. Black spots started to dance around in my vision, I was going to pass out. My head didn’t feel attached to my body. My arms were getting weaker by the second, and I couldn’t move my right one anymore.

      I was done. I couldn’t do it.

      Movement abruptly came from behind me; someone was pushing on my legs and back. Pushing me to keep going. Gathering the last of my strength, I pushed my right arm forward through the muck, wriggled my back end, and kicked with my legs as hard as I could…

      I went through it.

      Cold, dark water suddenly surrounded me again, sucking me out of the hole in the sandy bottom. I nearly opened my mouth to take in much needed air, but I stopped myself before I swallowed a lung-full of liquid.

      Glancing at my feet, I found Hecate emerging from the quicksand portal, and with the small amount of energy I had, I grabbed her hand, yanking her out through the last little bit. I wanted to hug her tightly, knowing she’d been the one to push me through at the end, but we needed to swim like mad to the top of this lake before I drowned.

      I had no oxygen left.

      At least I hoped it was the lake at the academy. Right now, I didn’t have any way of truly knowing. All I knew was that I needed to breathe before my lungs exploded.

      Pulling from whatever energy was left in me, I urgently kicked, and swam up toward the surface—trying hard not to let desperation or panic sink its claws on me. Moving my body like a porpoise, I shimmied back and forth through the water. I could see the top of the lake now, about twenty feet above us. Sunlight pierced the surface, its rays were beacons of hope. I clung to those, since there had been no sun in the meadows. It had to have meant we made it across the portal to the academy. The sight of the beams of light caused adrenaline to surge through my body, and I shot straight up like an arrow.

      The closer we got the more details I could distinguish. Some thrashing came from the water above—someone else was in the lake. Looking for us maybe? Could it be Lucian. Jasmine, or Georgina? I didn’t know why that crossed my mind. There was no reason for them to look for me, especially since when I saw them last, in my dream, they didn’t even know I existed.

      Still, the sight of someone else gave me even more hope.

      Lungs burning, and my vision darkening from lack of air, I raised my hand, reaching for someone to grab me. Anyone. It didn’t matter. I just needed to feel the touch of another person from my past. It would be a confirmation that I was still real. That I truly existed.

      Instead of a helping hand, a shockwave reached me. I didn’t see the hydra’s tail swinging toward me until it was too late.

      Its powerful spiked ball smacked me across the midsection, sending me spiraling into the deep lake once again. Hecate spun the other way.

      Blinding pain coursed through my body from the blow, and my mouth opened in a half gasp, half scream, unable to hold my breath any longer. Blood swirled up in front of my face as cold water rushed into my weak lungs. It was my blood. That much I knew, even without having to touch the wound in my side.

      Trying not to drown, I thrashed about... but it was too late.

      I was already dead.
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      One by one we landed on the shore of the lake. The sun was reaching the zenith in the sky, and its beams pierced the veil of the tall oak trees, spearing the calm surface of the water. It made the lake sparkle like a pool of diamonds.

      That was one of my favorite places, and I went often since arriving at the academy a couple of years ago. It was a space of peace and calm for me. I often found myself there alone, sitting by the shore to think. Sometimes, I would skip rocks along the water’s surface, always trying to get it past four skips as if I was competing with someone else.

      Standing next to me, Jasmine looked around us. “What are we doing here, exactly?”

      Cassandra stepped right to the edge of the lake, intently examining the surface.

      “For what?” Jasmine asked, walking closer to Cassandra. “I know your visions usually come true, but this just seems so, I don’t know, weird.”

      She shrugged. “I know, and I can’t explain it, but we are supposed to be here right now.”

      Feeling strangely anxious, I stood on Cassandra’s other side, taking her hand in mine. “I believe you, Cass.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t believe her.” Jasmine frowned at me. “It’s just strange, that’s all.”

      Georgina and Ren also came up to stand by the shore. “How long do we wait?” Georgina asked.

      Cassandra’s gaze lifted to the sky, then went back to the lake. “Not long.”

      Not sure what to expect, we all went back to glancing at the still surface.

      Waiting…

      The water started to ripple the next moment. There was no wind or anything in sight, so it had to be coming from underneath it.

      Cassandra squeezed my hand, and let go. “Get ready. You’re going to need to move fast.”

      Before I could question what she meant, bubbles rose in the middle of the lake, and waves surged onto the shore, lapping at our shoes.

      “It’s the hydra,” Jasmine mumbled, confused. “I thought we were waiting for the blue-haired girl to show up.”

      “She followed it here from nowhere. You have to save her from it.”

      Her stern gaze connected with mine, and I swallowed, accepting the truth in her words.

      It seemed impossible, but I believed she was right. Somehow, I felt it deep down in my bones, as if that truth was a part of me. A different me. It didn’t completely make sense in my mind, but sometimes you just had to take a leap of faith and accept that destiny had a path just for you.

      And with that leap of faith in my mind, I dove into the water.

      At first, I couldn’t really see anything. It was dark and murky under the surface, but as I neared the center of the lake, the water churned with bubbles as something thrashed in it. I swam through the foam, and immediately came up behind the hydra. It was busy circling something. Its heads all curved inwards, keeping nine sets of eyes on whatever posed a threat.

      I didn’t know what that could be, considering the size and fierceness of the beast, but something had it riled up. Careful not to catch the hydra’s attention, I swam a little further, and that was the moment I saw the threat. Still, she didn’t appear to be dangerous at all, in fact, she looked like she was in serious trouble by the sight of all the blood floating around her.

      It was the girl with blue hair.

      “Blue…”

      Strangely, my chest heavily constricted at the sight of her injured. I was about to hurry over to her but something else caught my attention. Hecate, the Goddess of Witchcraft, floated nearby. What was she doing here? I’d hadn’t seen her since the battle with the typhon, and what was she doing here with the blue-haired girl. There was a green glow around her head like a globe. She too was struggling in the water, and the hydra was aiming for her next.

      I dove toward her, kicking my legs as hard and fast as I could. Her eyes widened in surprise when she saw me, and I grabbed her hand, yanking her out of the hydra’s way. Swimming up with her swiftly, we breached the surface.

      “Come get her,” I motioned for Jasmine to help. “I need to go back down!”

      “Do you need help?” Ren shouted.

      “Yes!”

      Trident still in hand, Ren immediately dove into the water, heading toward me. I was happy to have him join me; he was a stronger and faster swimmer than I was. Ren moved through the water like he was born in it. He should’ve been an Atlantean instead of a demigod. Plus, he had a weapon with him. A weapon I had a feeling we were going to need.

      When he reached me, I pointed to the girl still floating in a pool of crimson. She hadn’t moved much, but I knew she was alive. She had to be. Cassandra’s visions were always right.

      The hydra circled her again, and I had a sense that this time it was going to move in for the kill.

      Tapping me on the shoulder, Ren pointed at the hydra, then from me to the girl, indicating he was going to distract the hydra while I got to her. At least I hoped that was what he said. Either way, Ren didn’t wait, and immediately dolphin-swam toward the hydra’s nine heads.

      It didn’t take long before the hydra noticed Ren coming at it, and it opened a few mouths to roar at him. The sound waves surged through the water and knocked me back a few feet. Swiftly, I regained my senses, shooting like an arrow toward the girl, while Ren started to poke the beast’s heads with his shiny new golden trident.

      When I reached her, I wasn’t sure if she was alive, she was so limp and unresponsive. I wrapped an arm around her waist, and started swimming back with her. I willed her eyelids to open and focus on me, to give me some indication that she was going to make it, but she remained unconscious and half-drowned in my arms.

      My chest started to ache, as my lungs burned for air, despite the fact that I could hold my breath longer than regular people. I didn’t know how this girl could still be alive. She had to have been in the water for a long time.

      After a few more minutes, I started to struggle, carrying her and getting us to the top. I reached deep into my water power that swirled around inside me and found the strength to kick harder. I could see the sparkling surface of the lake. We were almost there.

      Ren suddenly shot by me in a panic. “Go!” He shouted in the water. “It’s coming!”

      After I glanced over my shoulder, I really wish I hadn’t. The hydra was torpedoing right for us, every mouth open, displaying rows of razor-sharp teeth.

      Trying to propel us higher and faster, I turned back, weaving my arm through the lake. The water above us suddenly started to swirl, like a whirlpool. Ren must have made us a whirlpool portal. It grew bigger and bigger, until it surrounded all three of us. Then we shot through it like a reverse slide.

      When we breached the surface, I gasped for air, worry burning through me because she couldn’t do the same. Her head fell back while in my hold, unconscious, and liquid dribbled out of her mouth.

      I pushed her up and swam toward the shore. About a few feet out, Jasmine got in, taking the girl from me. She dragged her onto the sand while Ren and I followed behind her. We made it just in time, before the hydra broke through, jaws snapping and roaring in frustration.

      Jasmine settled the blue-haired girl onto her side, but she still didn’t move. “I think she’s dead.”

      Hecate crawled over to the girl’s side. “She’s not dead. She didn’t come all this way to die.”

      Avoiding Hecate’s gaze, which was dark and intense, and sent unusual images flashing in my mind. One in particular of her sucking out my blood sent a shiver of dread down my body. I put my attention back onto the blue-haired girl.

      Gently, my fingers settled along the girl’s neck to feel her pulse. It was there, but really faint. Concerned, I lifted her shirt a little to check the wound along her side. She had punctures in her flesh, fresh blood slowly oozed out of it. She needed healing but first she needed to breathe.

      “Do you know her?” Jasmine asked, her brow crinkled as she stared down at us. “I feel like I’ve seen her before.”

      I didn’t answer, focusing on tilting the girl’s head back and pinching her nose closed; I prepared to do CPR. I had to get her breathing. I couldn’t lose her… again?

      The strange thought made me shake my head to concentrate, and I blew into her mouth once more, resuming compressions. I was about to get more air into her, when she began to cough. Bubbles of water sputtered out of her mouth, and I turned her onto her side so she could get it all out.

      After she coughed up a storm, spewing more water out, she inhaled long and deep, finally catching her breath. The blue-haired girl rolled onto her back, and blinked up at me. I could tell she was trying to focus and having trouble.

      “Gina, can you heal her?” I asked.

      Georgina crouched down and inspected the injuries. “They don’t look deep.” She placed both p onto the girl’s torso, closed her eyes, and concentrated. Not as good a healer as Chiron, Georgina still had mad skills. Her healing ability stemmed from her affinity to the earth and to nature. The human body was part of that cycle.

      After a few minutes, Georgina lifted her palms. The skin along the wounds had knitted back together and no longer bled. She’d still need some bandages, but for now, she wouldn’t bleed to death.

      Carefully rolling her onto her back, I swept blue strands of hair out of her face. The color had drained from her skin, and it made the scars along her cheek even darker, angrier. Despite that though, she was stunning.

      Finally, she seemed to stabilize and looked at me. Really looked at me.

      “Gods, I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Brows scrunching together, I looked up at the others, they all had similar confused expression on their faces.

      Her gaze went to Jasmine, Georgina, and Ren as she sat up, then returned to me. “You better remember who I am, or I’m going to be even more pissed at Nyx for snapping me into oblivion.”

      I didn’t know what to say to her. I could see the pain on her face, the longing in her eyes. She definitely was the girl from my dreams, but other than that, I couldn’t acknowledge that I truly knew her.

      That would be a lie. I thought. My head started to hurt from the puzzlement of the entire situation.

      Helped by the Witch Goddess, the girl got to her feet. “Hecate, help me out here. I thought coming back from the Meadows would break the goddess’ spell.”

      “I don’t know why they still don’t remember.”

      “This is bullshit!” She threw her hands in the air. “I didn’t fight my way back to the academy, not to be remembered by my own boyfriend and my best friends.”

      “Boyfriend?” Jasmine snorted.

      The blue-haired girl moved so suddenly, that I didn’t register it until she was right in front of me. My cheek rippled with force when her hand connected with it. “Snap out of it!”

      “What the hell?” I rubbed at my stinging skin from her slap.

      “Remember me!” Gripping the front of my shirt in her hand, she pulled me to her.

      Her soft lips crashed against mine, and sparks literally flew from between them. It kind of felt like I was being electrocuted.

      For just a second, I struggled with the feeling, until something warm and inviting surged through me. I stopped fighting it.

      Clutching her waist, I kissed her back. I couldn’t help myself. She felt so right in my arms.

      When I pulled away, I just stared at her, wide-eyed and stunned as memories flooded into me like a volcano eruption.

      When I first saw her in the water at pier six.

      Heracles’ hand to hand combat class as we sparred together.

      Dancing with her during the welcome party that Dionysus had prepared.

      Flying class, and the moment she sprouted gorgeous black wings instead of red.

      Our first kiss…

      The distress that burned my insides when Zeus electrocuted her.

      

      The fear for her life that plagued me when she disappeared.

      Being jealous when she returned with Hades.

      Having sex with her for the first time on the shore of this very lake.

      Falling in love…

      Reality slammed into me, and I shook my head clear while she hugged each of our friends. Their expressions changed as one by one memories of her filled them. Knowing exactly how they were feeling, I watched, until I couldn’t feel anything anymore but pure, unbridled joy to see Melany again.

      “Blue, where the hell have you been?”

      Facing me again she grinned, relieved. “I’m so happy to hear you ask me that question.”
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      In amazement, I watched as the timeline fixed itself right in front of my eyes.

      Lucian’s wings, and the others’, which lay folded on their backs, turned from red to white. Jasmine’s hair grew long again, falling in big dark curls past her shoulders. Georgina’s metal arm vanished, leaving her with half an arm to her elbow like I remembered, and the golden trident Ren had been holding disappeared.

      Other things changed too, but I couldn’t see them, I just felt them flow through me and the others like an electrical energy. I imagined that energy was also altering their memories. Soon after, they were all staring at me, blinking, with looks of confusion and bewilderment. It was as if they all just suddenly awoke. In a way, I supposed that was exactly what happened.

      Lucian was the first one to snap out of it. He came to me and pulled me into his arms. “Gods, Blue. Where the hell have you been?”

      I sighed into his chest. “You have no idea how good it is to hear you call me Blue.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” His confusion grew when he looked down, finally noticing my injury, and he pulled back. “What happened?”

      “Um, I was nearly gored by the hydra.”

      His brow furrowed. “The hydra? Where was it?”

      “In the lake. You don’t remember fighting it off, pulling me out of the water, and giving me mouth to mouth to save me?”

      Slowly, he shook his head, looking at me like I was insane.

      I peeked over to Hecate, who had yet to say or do anything. She actually looked like she was in shock. “He doesn’t remember not remembering me?” I asked her.

      “For them, nothing has changed. The past is still the past they remember. You and I are the only ones who know what we know. I imagine that to them, we just walked out of the water.”

      That was crazy. My mind was actually blown.

      Turning, I glanced at Cassandra. She stood kind of away from everyone, nervously rubbing her arms. She met my gaze briefly, but dropped it to the ground. Did she still remember? Did she see me now like I’d stolen her boyfriend? I felt bad for her if that was the case. I remembered how I felt seeing her with Lucian, with him having no memory of me at all.

      Leaving the others, I walked over to her. “Thank you for saving us.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You got everyone here, didn’t you, with your vision?” It all must’ve been so strange for her, considering she had the same vision in this timeline and the other one.

      Cassandra nodded.

      “Then you saved my life.” Grabbing her shoulders, I hugged her, but she became as stiff as a board in my arms. “Do you remember everything?” I whispered against her ear.

      Once she leaned away and looked me in the eyes, I knew the answer. “Yes,” she murmured anyway, her voice barely audible.

      I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “Okay, what is going on?” Lucian’s frown deepened, and he gestured to Cassandra and me. “What are you sorry about?”

      “That’s between Cassandra and I.”

      “Okay… Then what are you and Hecate talking about? And besides, how did the two of you end up in the lake together?”

      Sighing, I shook my head. “I don’t even know where to begin, or how to explain.”

      “Start with, where you’ve been for the past week.” Jasmine’s hand landed on her hip, and she gave me that annoyed look of hers.

      “Shit, I’ve been gone that long?”

      “Yeah,” they all said in unison.

      “Well, let’s see,” I started, “it all began when Tisiphone ambushed me in the hall, and took me to the Temple of Night to talk to Nyx about her son Thanatos.”

      “You really went to the sky realm?” Georgina asked, her eyes wide with interest.

      “Yeah. It was pretty cool too, until that bitch, Nyx, snapped me into oblivion.”

      Everyone just looked at me funny.

      “Okay, this story is going to need some ice cream. And chocolate. And pancakes. I’m starving.” A shiver rushed over me as a cool wind blew over my wet clothes and skin. “But first we all need to dry off.”

      Concentrating on the fire within, I dried my clothes. When I was done, my hands glowed red. I didn’t form any flames as I didn’t want to light anyone on fire. I dried Lucian and Ren, but when I went over to Jasmine, whose pants had only gotten wet, I noticed she was already dry.

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      Frowning, she shook her head, while touching her pants. “I don’t know.”

      “Make a fire ball,” I demanded.

      “I can’t, remember? I don’t have my fire powers anymore.”

      “Try it.”

      “Fine.”

      As Jasmine held out her hands, her eyes closed. Wrinkles gathered on her face, scrunched up in concentration, and I could see the frustration growing there. Yet, the next second, a few flames ignited from her fingertips. Surprised, her eyes sprung open and she stared down at her hands.

      Fire grew higher and brighter in her palms, until she had a good-sized orange globe. Laughter escaped her. “I never thought I’d be able to do that again!”

      Giddy with excitement, I whirled around to face Lucian. “Make a lightning bolt.”

      Taking a deep breath, he clapped his hands together, and sparks immediately shot out. A grin tilted his lips, and when he pulled his palms apart, a spear of white lightning formed between them.

      Georgina instantly dropped to the ground, placing her hand onto the dirt. Moments later, a brilliant green vine curled out of the earth, winding its way around her wrist lovingly. Tears sprung in her eyes.

      With a wild whoop, Ren turned and dove into the lake, disappearing from view.

      “Why do we have our powers back?” Lucian asked, stunned.

      “I don’t know.” Gauging my body, I realized I didn’t feel any different. I could still sense all the energy that each of my friends had given me within my core. To check, I called all of the power forward, until I had fire licking my hands and arms. A waterspout spun in front of me, while vines grew around my feet, and lightning cracked the sky above us. My shadows, the one power that innately belonged to me, the one that I was born with, hovered around on the ground waiting for my command.

      I snuffed everything out, then turned to look at Hecate. “Any ideas?”

      Her shoulders lifted and fell as she shrugged. “It’s possible the two realities have intertwined.”

      “Who runs the academy?” I asked Lucian.

      “What?” A nervous laugh escaped him. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Just answer it, please.”

      He frowned but answered, “Prometheus.”

      I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding in. “Thank the Gods. What about Aphrodite and Ares, are they still in Tartarus?”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, at least that hasn’t changed.” For a moment, I thought of asking about Hades, but I promised myself while in the meadows that I would let that hope go, so I refrained from it. I figured I’d find that out on my own anyway.

      Ren suddenly came flying out of the water, laughing, and startling all of us on shore. He landed, shaking off his body just like a dog after a bath. “You have no idea how good that felt!”

      With the way Jasmine, Georgina, and Lucian shared in his joy, I thought they did know all too well, and I was beyond relieved that they’d regained their powers. For months I’d been carrying around this guilt in my gut, and it weighed on me every day. Now, I could let that go as well.

      “Okay, let’s head back to the academy. There’s much to tell you and I desperately need pancakes, lots of whipped cream, and chocolate.”

      My attention shifted to Hecate again. I hated seeing her so broken. “You’re coming with us, right?”

      “I suppose, as I have nowhere else to go.”

      “I’ll make sure Prometheus finds you a place in the school,” I promised. In my opinion, she’d be a fantastic addition to the professors. The witch goddess could teach the recruits about magic, and when they didn’t behave or mouth off to her, she could twist her head like The Exorcist and let her “other” personalities scare the crap out of them into behaving.

      As easy as breathing, I pulled at the darkness around us, gathering the shadows until I encased all seven of us. It would be a lot faster than flying. Besides, Cassandra and Hecate didn’t have wings, and I was much too tired from nearly drowning to carry anyone.

      I also needed to see Chiron so he could patch me up properly. It was still freaking me out that Lucian and the others didn’t remember what actually happened in the lake, to get me and Hecate here. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to rectify it in my mind. Just like I knew that when I told them what happened, and what I’d seen in their reality without me, they weren’t going to be able to wrap their minds around it.

      Picturing the dining hall, I pulled all of us through the shadows and into the room. Thankfully, it was empty, so I wouldn’t have to deal with a bunch of questions from other people, and I could just concentrate on stuffing my face full of food and healing. And sleep, glorious, lovely sleep. I was going to sleep for a few days.

      Once we were through, I asked Lucian to make me a plate while I took Hecate to see Chiron, and so I could get a bandage. He pressed a quick kiss to my forehead, and I took the witch through the shadows to the infirmary. When we stepped out, Chiron was there, as if waiting for us to show.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you knew we were coming?”

      “Apollo stopped by and told me that you’d show up sometime today.” His gaze fell to my bloodstained shirt. “Let’s have a look.”

      Complying, I lifted my shirt, and as quick and efficient as ever, he covered my wound with some stinking salve, then bandaged me up. When he was done, he looked at Hecate, but she just stared right through him. I was worried that she would never be normal again. Or as normal as a witch with three entities living inside of her could be.

      Gently, he took her arm. “C’mon, love, let’s get you cleaned up. I’ll fix you up with a room, and some tea to help you sleep.”

      “Can you talk to Prometheus about getting her a teaching gig?”

      He looked at me strangely but nodded.

      Confident in Chiron’s abilities, I stepped back into the shadows, and returned to the dining hall. Everyone was sitting at our table, waiting for me, so I sat down in front of the plate stacked with pancakes, fruit, whipped cream, and chocolate sauce drizzled all over it. Just the way I liked it. In that moment, I felt tears stinging my eyes. Lucian remembered what I liked. I was home.

      As I wolfed down the food, I proceeded to tell them about my conversation with death, and how I ended up in Asphodel Meadows with Hecate. Deliberately, I left out the parts about Hecate trying to eat me, and my thoughts that she may have eaten other people. She’d been through enough. She needed to heal as well as I did.

      “So, you think Aphrodite is messing around with the Fates in order to resurrect Zeus?” Jasmine asked.

      I nodded. “It would make sense. She’s had the most to lose with Zeus gone. And she is a master at revenge.”

      “And when you were in the meadows, you were wiped out of our memories?” Georgina plucked a ripe strawberry from my plate and popped it into her mouth.

      “Not only your memories, but the entire string of reality. I didn’t exist at all.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “Wow. That’s… I can’t even imagine that. Was I still with Mia in that reality?”

      “As far as I saw, yes.”

      “What else was different?” Lucian asked.

      Discreetly, I glanced over at Cassandra. She was watching the whole thing with a sad expression on her face. I wouldn’t tell them about her and Lucian. I didn’t want to hurt her, and make things awkward for Lucian.

      “Lots of things. The most jarring was that Zeus was still around, and we didn’t have the big war with him in Pecunia. You guys had just fought the typhon.”

      Lucian rubbed at his face. “That just doesn’t seem possible. Especially that we don’t remember it that way.”

      “Yeah, as you can imagine, it was a bit disconcerting to see you—all of you—just living your lives without ever knowing me. Kind of makes a person feel pretty insignificant.”

      Lucian’s arm slung around me, and he pulled me close. “You will never be insignificant.”

      I gave him a small smile.

      “So, you went through all of that to talk to Thanatos,” Jasmine added. “Now, what’s the plan? Because if I know you, you have a plan to fix all of this. You wouldn’t be you, if you didn’t want to go charging into danger, risking your life and limb.”

      Finishing the last of the food on my plate, I set the fork down. “The plan is to go to Tartarus, find Aphrodite, and make her tell me how to get to the Cave of Memory. I need to talk to the Fates, and find out what the hell is going on.”
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      “You just got back, and you’re already planning on leaving again?” Lucian shook his head, concern gleaming in his eyes.

      “I plan on sleeping first.”

      Jasmine gave me a look. “You’re not going on your own this time, Mel. We are going with you. I’m getting tired of you disappearing without a trace. One time it will be for good, and I won’t be able to handle that.”

      “Honestly, I was hoping you would say that,” I admitted with a chuckle. “Because I have no idea how to get into Tartarus.”

      “I’m pretty sure Prometheus is the only one with a key,” Lucian added.

      “Then we’ll have to find a way to steal the key.”

      Ren snorted. “I’d love to just have one year at the academy where we aren’t facing grave danger and doing something we shouldn’t be doing. Like, can’t we just be cool professors and revel in all the perks?”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “Yeah, but where would the fun be in that?”

      “And what perks are you getting?” Jasmine asked.

      Yet, not everyone looked enthused about the possibility of another dangerous adventure. Georgina had yet to say anything. She wouldn’t even meet my gaze.

      “Gina?” I reached across the table to touch her hand. “What’s going on?”

      “I was kind of hoping that when I got my earth powers again, my arm would somehow magically grow back.” She shook her head. “It was a stupid thing to assume.”

      My chest constricted with her words. “I may not be able to help you grow your arm back, but I do have the next best thing.”

      Giving me a weird look, she scrunched her nose. “I’m almost scared to ask.”

      After we finished eating, I led everyone down the stone stairs to the forge. If I’d been gone over a week, that should’ve been enough time for Hephaistos to make the mechanical arm that I’d commissioned for Georgina. Cassandra tried to get out of it, saying she didn’t belong, but I grabbed her arm and told her she was one of us now, and she needed to accept it whether she liked it or not.

      That made Jasmine snort laugh.

      When we stepped through the open metal door, voices carried down from one of the upper platforms and we halted, pressing our backs against one of the large stone walls near the lower forge.

      “You are crazy to think I have any control over her whatsoever.” Hephaistos’s voice seemed stressed, and I wondered which “her” he was talking about.

      “Well, you need to do something before she destroys it all.” The second voice was a huge surprise. It belonged to Hera, the Goddess of the Stars, and Zeus’s long-suffering wife.

      Now I was really curious as to who the “her” they were discussing was. Was it Aphrodite? Was it me? Also, what was the “it” in the equation? The plot to resurrect Zeus? Fixing fate and time?

      “And do it before I do.”

      “I don’t do well with threats, Hera. They make my skin itchy.”

      “Who do you think she’s talking about?” I whispered, glancing at the others.

      “Could be anyone,” Lucian responded.

      I didn’t think so. I thought there were only a couple of people Hera could be asking Hephaistos to contain. A couple of people who were connected to him. There weren’t many who could claim that.

      A few seconds later, Hera—resplendent in her usual dark blue gown and crown affixed to her mass of curly hair—appeared at the top of the stone steps leading down from the platform. We all pressed deeper into the shadows along the wall, and I pulled the darkness around us, so we were invisible.

      The Goddess came down the steps, passed by us and left the forge. When she was gone, we emerged from the shadows and climbed up to where Hephaistos toiled in the fire of his main forge.

      Unsure if we should mention Hera’s visit, and after a quick glance to the others, I approached him. “Hey, Heph.”

      His usual scowl was etched in his granite face when he turned. He sighed, obviously pissed at having been interrupted again. “What do you want? Can’t you see I’m busy!”

      “Came to see if you had that thing done that I wanted you to make?”

      “Right.” Setting the long pliers he’d been holding onto the stone table, he gestured for us to follow him down the other stone steps, to where he stored all the amazing things he made—like the shadowboxes. It didn’t matter how many times I’d come down to the forge and seen the work he did, I was always amazed by his delicate craftsmanship.

      We gathered around his workbench as he went to the shelves and took down the brass and silver looking metal arm he’d made for Georgina. Her eyes grew as wide as saucers when Hephaistos approached her with it.

      “Melany thought that you could do with a little extra.”

      Her big eyes watered when she looked at me, so I came over to her side, hugging her close. “You’re going to look so badass with this thing.”

      Hephaistos fitted it over the stump at her elbow, swinging a strap over her shoulder to keep it in place. He tightened the strap to make sure if fit snugly but wasn’t too uncomfortable for her. “How does that feel?”

      Firelight reflected on the metal as she lifted her new arm, getting a sense of it. “It feels… weird, but good.”

      “You should be able to move and use your fingers with the electrical impulses that run through your arm. The bronze tubes that are fitted to your elbow will be able to pick up those signals and shoot them down to your fingers.” Setting his hand over hers, he bent the rigid digits toward her palm. “Now, try and straighten them.”

      Georgina’s brow furrowed as she concentrated on moving the bronze contraption. Her pinky finger twitched, but that was all. Shoulders dropping, she sighed in frustration. “I can’t do it.”

      I squeezed her good shoulder. “It’s going to take time and practice, Gina. Just remember that metal is part of the earth. You can move boulders across a field, I’ve seen you do it, so I know you can do this.”

      She nodded to me, then put her attention back onto her arm. Concentrating on the manufactured hand, she frowned, her brow creasing. I so wanted to push my own power into her, but I knew that wouldn’t help her. She needed to do it on her own.

      Her face scrunched up fully, until all her fingers straightened, and she grinned.

      Everyone cheered and Jasmine patted her on the back. “I knew you could do it. You’re a superhero now.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but it’ll be nice to be able to use both my hands to tend to the garden.”

      Laughter escaped me. Here she was, with this very cool, very powerful new metallic arm, and all she wanted to do with it was play in the dirt and grow some plants and flowers. Other people would’ve been talking about how they could crush skulls, break bones, or punch their way through a wall—okay, maybe that wasn’t other people, that was just me—and Georgina just wanted to be able to caress one of the trees in the garden.

      “I bet your arm will come in handy when we get to Tartarus,” Ren quipped.

      As the words came out of his mouth, I grimaced. “Ren, shut up.”

      Hephaistos’s head whipped around and he glared at me. “Tartarus? Why the hell would you be going there?”

      “To talk to Aphrodite,” I explained. “She knows how to get to the Cave of Memory.”

      “And who told you that?”

      “Thanatos.” I grimaced again.

      Hephaistos’s glare got fiercer and more intimidating. The others visibly shrunk but I was used to his surliness.

      “You can’t always believe what you hear.”

      “So, Aphrodite didn’t go to the Fates to beg for Paris’s life during the Trojan War?”

      The look on his face darkened. I guessed I must’ve hit a sore spot. Maybe Ares wasn’t the first or only person she had used to cheat on him. It still baffled me how he could’ve kept being married to her. I didn’t profess to the understand the Gods, but their marriage was one of the most perplexing things of all.

      “Girl, what are you getting yourself and your friends into? You need to leave well enough alone for your own good.”

      “Well, I’ve already been snapped into oblivion by the Goddess of the Night and survived. So, I figure there isn’t too much else that could be as bad.”

      He smirked. “You say that because you’ve never been to Tartarus.”

      “Have you?”

      He didn’t respond. Which usually meant an affirmative answer.

      “How do we get there?” I asked. “Is Prometheus the only one with a key? Is there another way in?”

      With a grunt, he walked, well limped, away from the workbench, and back to the stone staircase leading back up to the highest platform and the main forge. “You can all leave now. You got what you came here for.”

      Except, I couldn’t let it go. It was too important. Life, fate, death, it was all on the line right now. “You can’t walk away from this. You know something bad is happening, and it’s not just about the shadowboxes and the lack of new recruits.”

      He didn’t stop, so I continued to walk after him.

      “Time itself is being unraveled. I’ve seen it when I was in Asphodel Meadows. The dead aren’t dying, Hephaistos, and I’m certain someone is trying to find the Fates so they can resurrect Zeus.”

      Hephaistos’s steps halted that time, and I slammed into his back with an audible oomph. Slowly, he turned to glower down at me. “You need to watch yourself, girl. Not everyone wants to see you succeed.”

      “You mean, Hera? Was she here to warn you about me? If so, why?”

      Sighing, he scrubbed his big hands over his stone-like face. “Gods, you ask so many questions you make my head hurt.”

      “Then help me, and I’ll go away. Wouldn’t that be nice? Not to have me badgering you all the time?” I smiled sweetly at him.

      He shook his head. “Tartarus is as far below Hades’s Hall, as Olympus is above the Earth. In other words, it’s a really, really, really long way down.”

      “Okay, so how do we get there? Is there a tunnel, or a path, or what?”

      “The best way to get there, is to ask someone who’s escaped.”

      More questions popped into my head. So many questions. I opened my mouth again to ask, but he put his big hand up to stop me. I could see in his face that he was so done with me.

      “I’m tired, and I have a headache. Go away.” Turning around, he left.

      I let him go… this time.

      When I returned to the others, they were all gathered around Georgina, watching what she could do with her new appendage.

      Lucian looked up at me. “Did you get the answers you wanted?”

      “I guess. Who do we know who was once in Tartarus?”

      His brow wrinkled as he frowned, then I saw the answer come to him, and he didn’t look very happy. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what he was going to say.
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      MELANY

      It took a bit to needle the answer out of Lucian, but once I did, I wasn’t sure I was prepared for it. I mean, how did I prepare to meet the person who may have been responsible for my adoptive mother’s—Sophie’s death?

      Since we had powers that could aid us when dealing with the giants, I suggested to the others that Jasmine, Georgina, and I would go to the stone castle in the mountains to face the cyclopes. While we were gone, the others would have to cover for us. It would be easy to cover for me, because it was usual for me to just disappear for days at a time without telling anyone.

      For Lucian, however, it would be more difficult. He was looked upon as the responsible one. Disappearing without word would be out of character for him. So, I gave him, Ren, and Cassandra the task of figuring out how to get the key from Prometheus, which was likely going to be harder than just talking to a couple of Titans.

      We traveled through the shadows, which seemed to be working better since returning from Asphodel Meadows. I didn’t know exactly why. It was as perplexing as why Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina and Ren had all gotten their powers back, while I continued to possess them as well. Hecate suspected something about our timelines converging. Maybe that was it.

      It didn’t take long through the shadow ways—ten minutes maximum—before we stepped out into sunshine, entering the parking lot at the base of the famous Mount Olympus and the trail leading up to it. Luckily, there were only a few cars parked nearby, and no one around to see us just appear out of thin air. It wasn’t that our existence was a secret, but that I didn’t want to have to deal with questions or any gawking.

      Jasmine looked around, her brow furrowed. “Where are we?”

      “Prionia, I think. I hope.” I moved toward the signs that were posted in front of the log cabin serving as the starting point of the park trail. We were indeed at Prionia, thank the Gods. I would’ve been embarrassed if I’d taken us to a place nowhere near the mountain.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “From what I was able to prod out of Hephaistos—before he yelled at me to leave him alone again—we need to get to the Plateau of the Muses, and from there, we should see the door to the cyclopes stone castle in the mountain.”

      “Oh, so something easy.” She made a face then chuckled.

      “Well, at least we don’t necessarily have to walk.” Georgina shook her body a little, and her big white wings unfurled from her back.

      “Yup, being a demigod has its bonuses.” I laughed as my expansive black wings emerged as well, spreading out six feet from each shoulder. Stretching them out, I flapped them once, let them get the feel of flying again, and lifted into the air.

      Jasmine and Georgina followed suit, and the three of us soared high, overtop the forest that spread out along the base of the mountain range. It felt incredible to be with my best friends again. I’d missed them more than they knew. It had been like a knife to the heart seeing them exist without me, without ever knowing me.

      The thought that I would return, and they wouldn’t remember me or all the amazing and loving moments we’d experienced together, was a punch to the gut. I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to handle that. So, I was epically relieved that it hadn’t turned out that way.

      We flew over the trees, and pretty waterfalls. If it had been another day, in a different circumstance, I would’ve liked to stroll along the meandering path through the woods, and stop on the bridge overlooking the falls to just take in its beauty. It had been a long time since I’d just done something for the fun of it. Going to Nice with Hades for the flower carnival might’ve been one of the last times.

      Eventually, the thick forest gave way to bushes, scrub, and then rocks as the trail climbed the mountain. After another few minutes of flying, we reached the top, and gently lowered onto the high ridge that was named the Plateau of the Muses. I wondered if the twelve sisters had ever actually been up there. I highly doubted it. The identical looking women had always come off to me as pampered princesses, and not nature lovers.

      “Okay, now that we’re here,” Jasmine began, “what are we looking for?”

      “A door on the side of that.” I gestured to the gravelly mountain looming across the valley that separated us.

      We all squinted in that direction, scanning the side of the grand mass of rock protruding from the earth. I couldn’t see an entrance anywhere. I did manage to spot a couple of deer grazing on the grass about halfway up the stone face.

      “There!” Georgina pointed with her good arm toward the place she’d spotted. “About three feet above that large clump of bushes.”

      Although following her sight line, I didn’t see it at first, but then something glinted in the harsh sunlight. It was something metallic. Only the tip of what had to be a huge metal door to accommodate the cyclopes could be seen affixed into the mountain.

      Jasmine looked at me with a shrug. “Do we just go over there and knock?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      We lifted into the air again, flying across the valley to the looming mountain. More of the entrance became visible the closer we got, until we were hovering in front of an iron door that was ten feet tall. Both Jasmine and Georgina looked at me expectantly. I guessed it was up to me to knock.

      Getting closer, I lifted my hand to rap on the metal. The sound even reverberated outside, and I hoped it echoed enough inside that someone would answer. We waited for a few minutes, but nothing happened, so I knocked again—that time with my boot.

      After waiting another couple of minutes, there was a loud clanging, some clicking, and very audible creaking as the door slowly opened to reveal a large, wide man. He stood nine feet tall, with shaggy brown hair, scruffy beard around a wide mouth, and a very large brown eye, hooded under the most impressive unibrow I’d ever seen.

      The brow furrowed as he grunted. “What do you want?”

      “Who is it?” Another gruff voice asked from deep inside the mountain.

      “Three winged mortals,” the first cyclops informed.

      “Are they selling cookies?”

      The cyclops’s eye roamed over us, obviously looking for boxes or something. “No.”

      “Then tell them to go away.”

      Before he could tell us that, I flew closer to him—to get in his big face. “We’re not mortals. Firstly, we are demigods, and second, we need to talk to you about Tartarus.”

      He sighed, but resigned to open the door so we could enter. We all flew in to touch down on the stone floor. The cyclops led us further in through a hallway, and toward what I could only call a stone estate as grand as the castle of Versailles.

      I knew that the three brothers were great craftsmen, having taught Hephaistos everything he knew and even creating the lightning bolt for Zeus, but seeing what they had made firsthand was on a whole other level.

      He led us past pillars of dark stone, with intricate carvings of detailed scenes on each. I ran my fingers over the fresco, marveling at the artistry. Each carving was exquisite and breathtaking. I’d thought the shadowboxes that Hephaistos had created were beautiful, but they didn’t compare to what these three cyclopes had done.

      “Your work is amazing,” I finally spoke, while we were led into a dining hall of sorts. I assumed it was a dining hall, since the other two cyclopes were seated at a large stone table, stuffing their faces with what looked like some kind of large bird. Feathers were strewn everywhere. They were even stuck to their large square faces. Had they even bothered to cook it? I decided I didn’t want to know.

      The cyclops who had escorted us inside, grabbed what was left of the bird on the table and shoved it into his mouth. “They want to know about Tartarus, Brontes.” As he chewed, he spoke, sending bits and pieces spewing out between his lips.

      The larger of the two cyclops sitting at the table glared his big eye at us. I assumed he was Brontes. “Who told you to come here?”

      “No one,” I confessed, “but Hephaistos did tell me that if I were to come here, you would be gracious hosts.”

      Brontes snorted, and a feather blew out a nostril. “Hephaistos lied.”

      “Why do you want to know about Tartarus?” the other one at the table asked.

      I considered lying, but I didn’t think that would do me any good. “Because I want to know how to get inside so I can talk to Aphrodite. She has information I need.”

      At the mention of the Goddess, all three cyclopes tensed, and turned to glare at me. Brontes pointed a big finger in my direction. “Wait a minute, I know who you are, now. You are the Girl of Darkness. You were Hades’s pet. And you killed Zeus, sending Aphrodite and Ares to prison for their treachery.”

      Shit. I glanced at Jasmine and Georgina, who both had yet to let down their guard—smart, a lot smarter than I, obviously—and they both shrugged. I guessed there was no point in denying the truth. I had to assume that, despite making Zeus’s lightning, the brothers weren’t friends with the Gods. Especially, since Aphrodite had used them to kill.

      “Yes. I’m the Girl of Darkness, I guess.”

      Brontes slammed a ham-sized fist on the table, making everything on top of it rattle. “I’m happy that Aphrodite is in that hellish place.”

      I decided to take a leap of faith and hope their dislike for her would make them help us. “I know how she used you. I know what she made you do.” I swallowed, waiting for their response, hoping I hadn’t offended them in the process.

      Brontes’s eye narrowed as he growled, “How do you know?”

      “Because I was there. So was she.” I gestured to Jasmine. She’d been with me when we went to the Demos’ estate and found it destroyed. “I found the golden rope. My mother—”

      Forced to stop, I swallowed the anger and anguish that clogged my throat. They had been compelled to cause the earthquakes that ruined much of my city, and the surrounding towns. I was trying not to look at them and put blame on their shoulders. It was hard though.

      “My mother, Sophie, died in the earthquake in Pecunia.”

      Brontes rose to his feet, as did the other cyclops. They looked like they were going to attack us. Jasmine’s hands flared to life with hot dark flames, and I could see Georgina getting ready to call to the stone itself. She could probably bring the whole thing down on our heads if she wanted.

      Instead of attacking, each of them dropped to a knee and bent their heads. “We are sorry for your loss,” “We cannot hope for your forgiveness, but maybe we can atone for what we’ve done in some way.”

      That, I hadn’t expected, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I had come to terms with Sophie’s death years ago. Although, the pain of it still clung to my heart and flared up now and then.

      Approaching Brontes, I lifted my hand over my head. I thought about bringing down the wrath of the Gods that I held in my body upon them, but I knew that it was Aphrodite who needed to atone for what she’d done. Brontes and his brothers had been pawns in the tragedy, as much as I was.

      Instead, I placed my hand on top of his head. “I forgive you.” When I stepped back, a deep breath left me, hoping I would feel the forgiveness begin to heal my soul.

      I didn’t. I couldn’t really feel much of anything right now.

      With a grateful bow, the cyclops got back to his feet. “What is it that you need to know about Tartarus?”

      “How to get inside. You all escaped, so I assume you know how to get back.”

      He nodded, gesturing to the empty chairs at the table. “Come, sit and drink. I will tell you how to go there, but I am hoping that what I say will help to change your mind. Tartarus is not a place you can ever truly leave. It stays inside you like a virus, eating away at every good thought in your mind.”
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      LUCIAN

      “How are we going to steal the key?” Ren asked, exasperated as we marched down the east wing corridor. “I think the girls got the long end of this stick.”

      I scoffed. “Ha! I don’t think getting information out of three very large, very mean cyclopes is going to be anywhere near easy.” Stopping, I regarded Ren. “Besides, Mel will be facing those who were responsible for the earthquakes in Pecunia. The ones who killed her mother.”

      Ren nodded, his face falling. “You’re right. I didn’t even think about that. I remember the damage in the city and the neighboring towns. It was horrific.”

      “So, compared to that, I think stealing a key will be a piece of cake.” I slapped Ren on the back. I hadn’t said what I did to make him feel badly, but I also didn’t want him to discount the task that Melany chose to face. She could’ve asked me and Ren or anyone else to go, but she decided to do it herself, knowing full well how it would make her feel.

      Though, sometimes I wondered if Melany didn’t purposely put herself in painful situations. It often seemed like she was atoning for something.

      We kept walking down the corridor to the weapons training room. It was part of our duty at the academy, now that we’d earned our white wings, to help train the other recruits. Ren, Melany, and I were supposed to help Artemis and Athena with sword, spear, and shield training. I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain Melany’s absence. Although, I was sure everyone was used to it by now.

      “Do we even know what this supposed key looks like?” Ren asked as we pushed through the doors of the training center.

      “My guess would be that it’s big and metal.”

      “What if it really isn’t a key, but something else altogether that opens Tartarus. What if we need to steal like a magical stone or something?”

      Before I could respond, Artemis advanced on us. “You’re late.” Her eyes narrowed, and she looked beyond us. “And where’s Melany?”

      “Ah, she’s not going to make it today,” I informed sheepishly.

      Artemis shook her head. “Eventually, that girl won’t be able to use her ‘wounded soldier’ pretext anymore, to get out of her duties at the academy. We all lost friends and people we care about in the battle. It is part of being a warrior and a demigod.”

      She didn’t stay to hear my excuses, marching back to stand in front of the group of new recruits. Ren and I joined her, and I immediately spotted Cassandra within the group. Once again, she stood in the back, away from the others.

      When her head came up and our gazes met, something surprising zipped through me. I wasn’t certain what it was—a familiarity of sorts, more than just being an acquaintance—but it made me uncomfortable. She must’ve felt it as well, because she immediately dropped her gaze, her cheeks flushing pink.

      Artemis and Athena put the recruits through their paces, as well as pushing me and Ren hard until we were both sweating. Once I finished sparring with a few of the more experienced recruits, I had to spar with Cassandra.

      I gave her one of the blunted swords that we used to train—no one wanted to run anyone through quite yet. Putting my hands over hers, I showed her how to hold it. Her cheeks blushed again while I stood behind her, helping her take up the proper stance. The smell of her hair, lilacs and vanilla, was like a punch in the gut. Again, it was so familiar.

      Shifting around to stand in front of her, I took my fighting stance. “Now swing your sword at me.”

      She hesitated, biting on her lower lip.

      “Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me.”

      Nodding, Cassandra gripped the hilt tightly with both hands and swung, aiming for my shoulder. I blocked it and took a step back. She swung again, this time down toward my leg—a good volley. Once more, I blocked and stepped back. Then, as if possessed by Athena herself, Cassandra spun and brought her blade around. It was a perfect attack, and the blunted blade struck me across the side. If we’d been using real steel, that would’ve been a fatal blow.

      My eyebrows rose, and I tipped my head. “Well done. You’re a natural.”

      At that, a bright smile curved her lips, and I was punched in the gut yet again. It was almost staggering. What was going on? I shouldn’t have been feeling that way about her. It didn’t make sense.

      We continued to spar, back and forth, and so evenly matched that we gained a bit of an audience. Artemis and Athena both stopped to watch. After exchanging volleys and hits, I was surprised at the stamina Casandra showed. She’d seemed so timid before, that I, along with everyone else, had misjudged her strength and skills. Apollo said she was an extraordinary prophet, but I thought she was a skilled swordsman as well.

      After she aimed at my shoulder again, I dodged it, swung around and swiped at her leg. My blade hit her hard in the calf, making her trip, and she fell onto her side. The crowd that had gathered around us started to clap.

      “Well done, Cassandra,” Athena praised. “You will be a fearsome fighter in battle.”

      Smiling, I offered my hand to help Cassandra stand, and as soon as she took it, I yanked her up. I must’ve pulled her too hard, because she ran right into me. Instead of backing off, though, she wrapped an arm around my neck and pulled my head down to her mouth.

      “I know where the key is.”

      Surprised, I eyed her. “Did you see it in one of your visions?”

      “No, when I was in his office. Apollo took me to see Prometheus after I healed in the infirmary.”

      “Are you sure it was the key to Tartarus?”

      She nodded. “I’m positive.” Letting go of me, she took a few steps back.

      Disappointment flooded through me when she let me go, surprising me.

      Others had noticed though, including Ren, who was giving me a “What the hell?” look from across the room.

      I ignored him and went back to training with the other recruits.

      Later, in the dining hall, Ren ambushed me. “What was that? Are you digging Cassandra now?”

      “It wasn’t like that.” I filled my plate with as much as I could carry—I’d worked up a mighty appetite. “She told me she knows where the key is.”

      “Okay, so did she also tell you how we’re going to get it?”

      We sat down at our usual table. “No, but it’s in Prometheus’s office.”

      “And how are we going to get into his office when he’s in there.”

      “We need to find a time when he’s not there, I guess.”

      I took a few bites of the hamburger and some fries while the gears ground in my mind. Then I heard Dionysus chatting up a couple of the Muse sisters in the corner of the dining room—maybe Clio and Thalia, it was near impossible to tell them apart—and I came up with a plan. Getting up, I went over to talk to him.

      He nodded to me when I approached. “Hey, Lucian. What’s up? Where’s that girl of yours?” He looked around the dining hall. “I’m sure she owes me a favor or two, and I’d like to collect.”

      “Ah, she’s running some errands for Hephaistos.”

      Dionysus looked at me dubiously. “You’re not a very good liar.” He chuckled. “I could give you a few lessons on that, if you like?”

      “I’ll think about it, but what I was wondering was when you were going to throw another gig. I’ve told a few of the new recruits about the music you spin, and they can’t wait to hear it. Told them they’d never hear anyone as good as you are at spinning.”

      “Ain’t that the truth. I am definitely the best. I taught Daft Punk everything they know. Did I tell you that before?”

      “Nope, but I’d love to hear about it. How about tonight? We haven’t had a big blowout in months. I’m pretty sure everyone could use some fun.”

      His hand smacked my the shoulder. “I like your style, Lucian.”

      “You should do it up huge. Invite everyone. In fact, the other day, Prometheus told me he’d love to hear your music.”

      “Really?” He gave me a look.

      “Yup. It would be an honor.”

      He rubbed at the smudged black eye makeup on his cheek. “All right. Let’s do it.” A wide grin stretched his mouth as he looked to the two Muses. “You’re coming right?”

      They both nodded.

      “And you’ll bring your ten other sisters, hey?”

      After planting the seed, I left him to plan, hoping that Prometheus would take the bait.

      

      That night, true to form, Dionysus pulled out all the stops and put on an epic party in the Great Hall. The golden room was decked out with silly balloons and streamers, much like a junior high dance in the gymnasium of a school. That paired with decadent pastries and designer cocktails, smoke machines, lasers, and bubbles. The music he spun thumped hard, vibrating the floor underneath our feet.

      I took it all in, remembering the first party we all attended when we first got to the academy. The memory of dancing with Melany and how caustic and snide she’d been about it played in my mind. I smiled; she honestly hadn’t softened all that much, just in the important ways.

      Ren nudged me with his elbow. “What do we do if Prometheus doesn’t show?”

      “I don’t know. Tell him the truth and ask him for the key?” I replied sarcastically.

      Ren shook his head. “Yeah, pretty sure that wouldn’t work.”

      Yeah, the truth wasn’t something the Gods dabbled in much. It was usually lies, secrets, and betrayal. To be fair, some things had changed since Prometheus took over the running of the academy, but there were still many of the old Gods left who I sensed weren’t that happy about Zeus’s demise.

      Demeter, looking completely out of place in her flowered sundress, suede tasseled vest and bare feet—there were even flowers in her long wavy hair—approached us as we hovered near the drinks and food table. I had a drink in my hand but had yet to take a sip of it.

      Her gaze swept over me, Ren, and Cassandra, then around the room. “Where’s the rest of you?”

      “Ah, not sure.”

      She smirked. “Right. Why do I get the sense that you’re up to something? Again.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      She leaned in closer to me. “Just be careful. Heph told me about the shadowboxes and the things Melany told him. Time and Fate is not something you want to mess around with.” Then she wandered away.

      Ren glanced at me, obviously wanting to know what she’d said, but I didn’t get a chance before Cassandra nudged me and gestured toward the door. Prometheus had just arrived.

      “Okay, Ren, you’re the distraction. You keep him talking and here in this room, while Cassandra and I go to his office.”

      He nodded, and moved through the crowd toward Prometheus. Swiftly, Cassandra and I made our way out the main doors. Once in the corridor, we walked a bit faster, but not enough to rouse suspicion. The last thing we needed was to be detained by one of the guards situated around the academy, or by any of the Gods.

      Prometheus’s office was in Zeus’s Hall. Made sense, as the lightning God wasn’t using it anymore. That was good. As a member of Zeus’s clan, I had access to the hall since my room was there. So, the guards wouldn’t stop me from entering.

      As we neared the entrance to the hall, which was in the highest tower in the academy, I grabbed Cassandra’s hand. She gave me a look.

      “Just in case they ask,” I offered, motioning toward the guards.

      Realization of what I’d suggested dawned in her eyes, and she blushed again.

      I nodded to them, Bishop and Harmon were their names, as we walked past. They nodded in return but didn’t stop us. Once in the hall, and out of sight from anyone, I pointed upward to the highest point in the tower. “We need to go up there. You’ll need to grab onto me, so I can fly us up. It’ll take too long to take the stairs.”

      Cassandra wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and I put my arms around her waist, then unfurled my wings and lifted us. As I flew up the six stories, I was acutely aware of how she felt in my arms. It made me feel very uncomfortable, not because it was awkward, but because it felt intimate, like we’d done it a million times before.

      Something had changed when Melany returned from Asphodel Meadows. She’d told us about a timeline where she didn’t exist. A reality where Zeus still lived, the big battle hadn’t happened, we still had our powers, and where Melany and I hadn’t been together. None of us could remember such a reality, thank the Gods, but I had a sense that maybe Cassandra still did.

      Melany and she had shared some kind of understanding about it all. Yet, I was afraid to ask about it, because deep down I knew what it meant. Scent and touch were two senses that carried powerful memories, and mine were telling me the truth.

      Once at the top, I released Cassandra, and moved away from her. Probably too quickly, judging by the hurt look on her face, but that wasn’t something I was willing to deal with right now. We had other important things to take care of first.

      “Where did you see the key?”

      “Over there.” She pointed toward the right side of the bookcase that wrapped around the circular room.

      We rushed over to the shelves she indicated. There were books stacked everywhere, but there were also a few old trinkets displayed—like an old looking glass that sailors would’ve used. Next to it was a compass, also old, and beside it sat a decorative wooden box. Frowning, Cassandra pushed the box around, and the compass.

      “It was right here.”

      “Maybe he moved it.” I began searching the other shelves. “What does it look like?”

      “Like an old, metal skeleton key. It’s large, black iron, has some weird symbols carved into it.”

      We searched through all the shelves in the room but didn’t find it. “He must have it on him,” I concluded.

      “Maybe, then how do we get it?”

      Frustrated, I shrugged. “I don’t know, but let’s get out of here before we are caught.”

      I flew us down from the platform, and we left the hall. Thankfully, neither Bishop nor Harmon said anything as we walked out the large golden doors. Defeat flooded me as we moved through the corridors and back to the Great Hall. I didn’t want to disappoint Melany, especially after all that she’d been through recently.

      As we strode, I glanced over at Cassandra. She was quiet, which was usual, but the look on her face told me that she was feeling more than just disappointment at not having found the key.

      “Hey, I don’t know exactly what’s going on—although I kind of have a notion. I feel like I should apologize to you...”

      She shook her head. “Please don’t. It’s hard enough as it is. I don’t want or need your pity.”

      Reaching for her arm, I stopped her from walking. “It’s not pity, Cassandra. It never would be. Ever. It’s just…”

      “I get it, Lucian. In this life, in this time, Melany is alive and well. I could never hope to compete with that. With her.” She pulled out of my grasp and continued walking.

      I let her go ahead of me.

      When we returned to the Great Hall, the party was in full swing. I spotted Ren in the corner, talking to Prometheus, who looked utterly bored. Ren caught my gaze with a lift of his eyebrows. I shook my head, and his face dropped.

      Prometheus took that moment of distraction to slip away, and Ren let him go, then rushed across the room to talk to me.

      “What happened?”

      “We couldn’t find it. It wasn’t where Cassandra saw it. It has to be on him.”

      “Damn it.”

      I was about to agree with him, when something caught my eye near the main doors. The shadows opened up and Melany, Jasmine, and Georgina literally stumbled out of them. Georgina nearly fell onto her face, but the other two grabbed her arms before she could.

      The three of us rushed over to them to find out what had happened. The moment I got close I could smell alcohol. It was wafting off all three of them like waves of perfume. I inspected their faces, realizing they were drunk. Or at the very least, on their way to being drunk.

      “What happened to you?”

      Melany waved a hand around like she was conducting an orchestra. “The cyclopes like to drink.”

      “And so do the three of you, obviously.” Ren chuckled.

      “They had a long story to tell us, and kept filling our cups full of ale to tell it.” Melany’s voice slurred a little.

      “Did you get the information at least.”

      She nodded but Georgina stumbled forward. “Damn rights we got it! Because we are fearless warriors!” Georgina blurted.

      Out of the three of them, she was in the worst condition. She could barely stand, having to be held up by Melany and Jasmine.

      “Did you get the key?” Melany asked.

      “No. It wasn’t in his office, so we figure he has it on him.”

      Before she could curse up a storm, the aforementioned Prometheus walked right toward us. When he spotted Ren, he sort of changed directions, so he could easily bypass us without having to stop to talk. I had a sense Ren had talked his ear off.

      As he neared, I caught a glimpse of his belt under his lengthy robes. It had several metal things hanging from it, including the key we needed. Cassandra had been right, it was large and black. And when I squinted just right, the symbols etched along the body of it glinted faintly. There was no mistaking it.

      Georgina mumbled something under her breath, and we all looked at her quizzically.

      “Let me go,” she whispered.

      At first, Melany glanced at Jasmine with a frown, but then, I think they both understood what she wanted. They released their hold on her arms, and she went stumbling forward, running right into Prometheus. Instinctively, he grabbed a hold of her before she could fall.

      “Whoa, there.” He chuckled. “I think maybe you’ve had too much to drink.”

      I went to take her from him. “Sorry about that, sir. I’ll make sure she gets back to her hall safely.”

      He nodded to me, looked over at the others, then basically pushed Georgina over to me, before walking away down the corridor. I swore he mumbled, “Gods, why did I take this job,” before disappearing around the corner.

      When he was gone, Georgina fell onto the ground, rolling over onto her back. Grinning, she held up her hand. Inside it was the key. She started to laugh manically. “I’m a Gods damn warrior!”

      We all laughed with her. It felt good to have a laugh, as I suspected we weren’t going to get another chance for some time.
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      The next morning, under the cover of pre-dawn, Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina—who was suffering from a major hangover—Ren, Cassandra, and I assembled on the bank of the lake, again. I’d given everyone the choice to accompany me or not, although I would’ve preferred to go alone, because I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. I also knew that I didn’t want to make that decision for anyone. They knew the risks.

      Besides that, I figured we’d need everyone’s varying degree of skills and powers to safely get to Tartarus. It was going to be an arduous journey based on the information we got from the cyclopes.

      The only one’s presence I questioned was Cassandra’s. Her visions had certainly helped us thus far, and I did consider her part of the crew, it was just that she didn’t seem to have any other skill that would be useful and she didn’t have wings, so one of us was going to have to carry her.

      I said as much at the lake’s edge, but Lucian defended her. “She’s got skill with a sword. I’d go as far as saying she’s just about as good as you, Mel.”

      When I regarded Cassandra, she shrunk against my look. She had a sword in a scabbard affixed to her belt, and wore it like she knew what to do with it, so I wasn’t about to test that theory. I’d take Lucian at his word.

      “Okay.” I didn’t ask who was going to carry her when we had to fly, because I assumed Lucian had already decided to take on that roll. The image of them together popped up in my head, and I wondered if I was subconsciously pushing them together, as a way to alleviate my guilt at mourning so long for Hades. Maybe. Right now, it didn’t matter, so I pushed it out of my mind.

      “So,” Ren broke the ice, looking around, “what are we doing here?”

      I made sure everyone had brought weapons, since from what Brontes told us about Tartarus we would definitely going to need them. I also had a couple of backpacks filled with rope, pegs, chisel, water and food. Because Brontes also mentioned a lot of rocks, cliffs, and deep chasms. We were probably going to have to be a bunch of spelunkers. Although we were winged, I wasn’t sure how dependable the air was going to be to fly.

      “Our first step is to get down to the underworld,” I began, “and although my shadow walking seems to have fixed itself for the most part, I am still blocked from getting into Hades’s Hall. So, we’re going to go old school, and use Hecate’s oak tree to get down to the tunnels that lead to the underworld.”

      Ren nodded; he’d been with Lucian and the others when they came looking for me after Hades kidnapped me, and took me to his hall.

      I led everyone into the woods and to the tree stump that was once Hecate’s massive oak tree and home. It was still cracked open from when I’d used it to get travel down a couple of weeks ago. For a moment, as we walked, I thought maybe we wouldn’t find the stump. That it had disappeared or something after the two timelines had merged, but thankfully it was still there. The cut trunk sat open enough that we could drop, one by one, into the tunnel that would lead us to the open, barren field, and eventually get us to the river Styx.

      Then the journey would get hard.

      We crossed the barren plains without any problems. When we reached the river’s edge, I had déjà vu, and wondered if Cerberus was going to emerge from the rushing black water to greet me. I secretly wished that to come true, but it wasn’t the three-headed hellhound I needed to see for this part of our odyssey.

      “Charon!” I shouted over the churning river toward the cave that led to Hades’s Hall. “Charon! I need your help!”

      I wasn’t sure if the skeletal butler would show up, but I remembered Hades told me once that Charon would see to my every need, no matter what need that was. Well, I needed to sail down the River Styx to find the entrance to Tartarus.

      “What if he doesn’t show?” Lucian asked. “Can we swim the river ourselves?”

      Honestly, I didn’t know the answer to that question, but what I did know was that no one had ever gone into the River Styx without a boat and come out again. Even Poseidon couldn’t swim the cursed water. Hades had designed it that way, so his brothers couldn’t ever attack him and survive.

      “Charon! Please, I need your help!” I called. What I didn’t say out loud was that he’d told me that I would rule the underworld one day. Hades had left it for me, so he better obey me now.

      A thick fog rolled out from the cave’s entrance and hovered near the river on the opposite shore from where we stood. Out from the mist, a cloaked figure emerged, and I smiled. It was Charon. He’d heard my silent request.

      “It’s good to see you again, my lady.” Charon inclined his skeletal head toward me.

      The others all gaped. I hadn’t told any of them about what Charon had confessed, and how he regarded me.

      “I need a favor, Charon,” I shouted across the bend.

      “All you have to do is ask.”

      “We need transport down the river.”

      Charon lifted a bony arm toward the water, and it started to boil and foam. Everyone took a step back when a boat, well much more than a boat, a ship really, emerged from beneath the surface. A wooden plank smacked down on the river’s edge, inviting us aboard.

      “Holy shit,” Jasmine murmured.

      To make sure it was safe, I crossed the plank first and stepped onto the boat. I turned and beckoned the others to come on board. One by one they crossed the wooden platform and settled with me, each taking a seat on one of the benches in the middle. Once we were all aboard, the plank magically disappeared.

      Charon floated across the water, and stepped up on to the bow of the vessel to steer us in the right direction with his long wooden pole. “Now, shall we go?” he asked.

      Positioning myself at the front, I nodded to him, and the boat settled into the water, taking us down the river at a swift pace.

      Lucian came to stand beside me. “I thought the river only went in a giant circle around the underworld.”

      “It does, but Brontes said we should see a swirling mass of dark clouds along the way. When we do, we have to get off the boat as quick as possible before the funnel disappears. The funnel will point us to the gate.”

      As we swept down the river, the front of the boat bumped into rocks periodically, sending us swaying to the side. I looked down into the dark water. Once in a while I thought I saw something floating. At first, I thought it was the waving leaves of plant matter reaching up to the surface, in search of a sunlight that would never come, but after seeing it a few more times, my stomach roiled over with realization.

      “What’s in the water, Charon?” The waver in my voice drew the attention of the others, and they all peered into the river with a wariness I wish I’d respected.

      “The River Styx holds the souls of those who are trying to cross over from life to death. Some are stuck here for an eternity.”

      Swallowing down the bile rising in my throat, I looked over the boat’s edge, and unfortunately, saw things more clearly. Now, instead of the waving sprouts of weeds, I saw the reaching, grasping arms and hands of damned souls. Hundreds of them.

      “Oh, Gods. That’s horrible.” Georgina pulled away from the side and hugged herself.

      Reaching over for her, Jasmine grabbed her hand. “Don’t look.”

      I tore my gaze away from the souls and focused on the barren land surrounding us. “Everyone, be on the lookout for a funnel of clouds. The second we spot it, we have to get off this boat if we want to find the entrance to Tartarus.”

      Everyone drew back from the edges, and looked over to the desolate land we were sailing past.

      Since time moved differently in the underworld, I wasn’t sure how long it was. In some ways, it felt like hours had passed, and others, it felt like mere minutes. Cassandra stood up from the bench and pointed toward something in the distance, on the shore.

      “There. I saw a swirling of dark clouds.”

      Looking toward the spot she'd pointed toward, I didn’t see anything at first, but then I got a glimpse of a funnel of shadows swirling around like a narrow tornado.

      “Charon! We need to get off the boat!”

      True to his word, he stopped the boat by jamming his pole into the bottom of the river. Everyone jerked forward from the sudden stop, and both Jasmine and Cassandra fell off the benches, landing on their knees onto the wooden hull.

      A plank suddenly slammed onto the shore of the river, and we all got off the boat. I turned to thank Charon, but just as he’d suddenly appeared out of the thick fog, he disappeared and the ship with him. We were on our own.

      “C’mon! We need to get to it before it disappears!” My wings unfurled, but I already knew the air here was different, denser, and it wouldn’t be so easy to just fly there. It would still be faster than running.

      The others opened their wings and took to the sky, though it proved hard for everyone to get airborne and fly easily. It was even harder for Lucian because he had to carry Cassandra with him, but eventually we were all in the air, soaring toward the swirling mass of clouds.

      It was difficult to pinpoint the tornado’s true location because it kept moving. It would swirl down, making contact with the ground, zip back up into the clouds, and then spin around somewhere else. We got closer to it—the roaring sound of its wind echoed all around us.

      Lifting my hand, I signaled for everyone to stop, so we all hovered in the sky, with the dark clouds spinning in front of us. Brontes explained we had to wait until the funnel touched the ground and stayed there, and it would reveal the gate.

      Another funnel formed, inching out of the cloud like a tentacle. It reached for the ground, touched, lifted, and touched again, seemingly starting to dig into the earth like a drill bit.

      Excited, I pointed. “There!” I dove toward the area where the tornado was spinning around making a dirt storm.

      The closer I got, the stronger the winds became. Dirt and grit peppered my face, getting into my eyes, but I pushed on, flying closer. In the end it became too hard to stay in the air, and I touched down, folded up my wings and walked, pushing against the strong winds, toward the hole the funnel was making.

      After glancing over my shoulder to make sure the others had also landed, they had, I continued until I was a just a few feet away from the eye of the storm. The wind was strong there, tearing at my clothes and hair, but there was no turning back now.

      Lucian came up along one side with Cassandra and Ren, while Jasmine and Georgina came up on the other side. I reached over and grabbed Lucian’s hand then Jasmine’s. To get through the funnel we were going to need to do it together.

      I nodded to them both. We all stepped forward. Leaning into the winds, we walked through the swirling clouds, and came out on the other side—the middle, where everything was calm and quiet. The difference was disconcerting. Once we were through, we looked at the ground and saw what the tornado had uncovered.

      It was indeed a gate. A large, iron gate with a lock. When I glanced over at Cassandra, she held out the key that had been hanging around her neck. I took it from her, then walked onto the lattice of thick metal bars and slid the key into the padlock, turning it slowly. The clanking of the tumblers echoed in the eerie silence, disengaging.

      With a final click, the gate swung open, and I plunged into a one hundred-foot abyss.
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      My stomach roiled as I dropped.

      It was so sudden, I couldn’t get my wings to expand. I reached out toward the side of the hole, to find something to grab onto, but dirt crumbled in my hands.

      Yet, before I could plummet to my death, Georgina snatched me by the wrist with her metal hand, and I came to an abrupt halt, with a rip of pain. I was pretty sure my shoulder had popped out of its joint.

      “I got you,” she said between gritted teeth.

      My neck craned up, to see that she did have me, and Lucian, Jasmine, Ren, and even Cassandra had her. It was like a daisy chain of friends saving my ass.

      Slowly, she pulled me up, every inch sending a jolt of pain through my body. When she finally got me out of the hole, I rolled over onto my back on the ground, holding my arm. “My shoulder got jacked. I’m going to need for someone to push it back in.”

      Georgina crouched next to me. “Sit up.”

      I did, and holding my wrist, she set her metal hand against my elbow, moving it inwards. I hissed through the pain, until I heard a pop, and she pushed my joint right back into where it should’ve been. When she was done, she let me go.

      “How does that feel?”

      Slowly, I rotated it. There was still a bit of an ache, but the shoulder was definitely relocated. “It’s okay.”

      Placing a hand onto my skin, she sent her healing power into me until a lovely, warm glow soothed me, traveling all the way down my arm. I grinned, as it almost made me feel giddy.

      “Thanks, Gina.”

      After Lucian helped me back to my feet, we all gathered on the edge of the chasm, peeking into it. It was so deep that no light hit the bottom.

      “Did good old Brontes warn you about this?” Lucian asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope, he just said it would be a hole.”

      Putting her hands together, Jasmine created a ball of fire between them, about the size of a grapefruit. She dropped it into the hole. We watched it go down, and down, and down, revealing rings of dirt then jagged rock along the sides, until it was barely a pinpoint of light where it seemed to land. Then, it blinked out of existence.

      “Gods, that’s a long way down.” Ren moved back, wiping away the sweat that had beaded on his brow.

      “Good thing we have wings,” I mumbled.

      “Doesn’t look wide enough for them,” Jasmine warned.

      “If the hole can fit the expanse of a cyclops, it will accommodate our wings.”

      Stepping closer, to what I thought was the center of the width of the hole I unfurled mine to measure it. From tip to tip, it appeared to be enough room, but of course, from up here we couldn’t determine if the chasm was as wide up here as it was down there. For all we knew, it could narrow into a space big enough for the grapefruit-sized fire ball and nothing else. The only way we were going to find out was by going down there.

      It was our only option anyway.

      “We could use the rope, as a precaution,” Lucian suggested.

      “You could lower me down to test the width of the hole.” Cassandra already had the rope out of the backpack she’d been carrying.

      I could tell Lucian wanted to protest, but I also knew Cassandra wanted to feel like she was contributing to the mission, and she wasn’t a burden. I reached for the rope. “Can you carry a fireball with you, so we can see your progress?”

      She nodded.

      Ten minutes later, the rope was tied around Cassandra’s waist, and as a group, we were lowering her into the chasm. Jasmine had formed another ball of fire for her, setting it in her hands. Cassandra had already been through fire training with Hephaistos, and knew how to handle the flames so they wouldn’t burn her.

      Two things became evident fairly quickly—the chasm wasn’t as narrow as we’d feared, and Cassandra was a lot tougher than anyone gave her credit for, well, that I gave her credit for. I had a feeling the others, in particular, Lucian, thought she was bad ass.

      After determining that we could fly down, we pulled Cassandra back up and prepared to make the descent. Using the rope again, I helped Lucian tie Cassandra to him, so he would be free to use his hands.

      I decided I would go down first. Unfolding my wings, I tested them with a few good flaps, and stepped out into thin air, hovering there for moment. Slowly, I began to make my way down, igniting fire in my hands as I descended. Soon, layers of dirt gave way to rock, the further down I went, the more jagged they became.

      Another thing I noticed was the air temperature. Up top, it was stagnant, neither hot nor cold, just tepid, but deep in the hole it was starting to get cold. Brontes did warn me about it. He described Tartarus as a bitterly barren and desolate landscape of craggy rock, with ice crystals sharp enough to skewer a person.

      I suppose, I hadn’t expected the type of cold we would encounter. It seemed to penetrate skin and flesh instantly. By the time I reached the bottom I was shivering, my breath coming out in plumes. Not just because of the brittleness in the air, but because of what I saw emerging from beyond the hole in the earth.

      It was Tartarus, and it was terrifying.

      Waiting for the others to reach me, I hovered there, looking across the great expanse of bleak wasteland that was the ultimate prison. It was a huge cave of sorts, with craggy rock above, and craggy rock below. It wasn’t fully dark; it had a light source somewhere in the vast distance. Whatever it was, didn’t produce warmth-giving sunlight, but just a white luminance that bathed the entire landscape in a colorless obscurity. And I’d thought Asphodel Meadows had been dreary and dismal. There was no comparison. The meadows had been pure joy compared to this.

      When the others dropped out of the hole and hovered beside me, I saw the same stunned looks on their faces that I had.

      “Good Gods,” Lucian murmured.

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that,” I mumbled.

      “This place is big,” Ren noted. “Where are we going to find Aphrodite and Ares?”

      “Well, everyone needs a place to sleep, whether you’re a God or not. So, let’s scout out anything that looks like it could be used for shelter.” I reached over my shoulder to make sure my bow and quiver of arrows were still affixed to my back. I had no doubt in my mind that I was going to have a use for them down there.

      As a unit, we soared over the stretch of land, looking for anything—a hut, a house, a castle—that could serve as shelter. For the most part, we found just rocky cliffs and jagged points of stone that seemed like large spearheads, sticking out of the ground. Nothing appeared remotely inhabitable.

      Eventually, I spotted a source of water, a pond of some sort, that had moss and low-lying scrub around its shore. I pointed it out and suggested we land nearby. Water meant life. If anyone was going to set up camp anywhere in this place, it would be next to a source of water. That would just be the most logical action.

      Once on the ground, I got a full realization of this place. It was not a place I would wish on many people. Although, it did give me a little bit of satisfaction to know that the Goddess of Love and Light, the most treacherous bitch I’d ever come across, was imprisoned here. I wondered how she fared without all of her luxuries.

      We didn’t have to wait long for that answer.

      A barrage of rocks rained down on us from somewhere above on one of the cliffs. Luckily, they weren’t huge, or one or more of us would’ve been beaned in the head and dropped. As it was, they hit a few of us in the shoulders and arms—there would be bruises for sure—before Georgina constructed a wall of stone, like a shield, to protect us.

      Peering around the barrier, I found Ares leaping off the cliff and landing nearby—a homemade spear in one hand, and a wooden shield in the other. He looked like a madman, with long scraggily hair and beard, torn toga, fur vest, and bare feet. His wings were dingy, and some of the feathers appeared clipped.

      With a war cry, he charged toward us.

      I nocked an arrow and fired at him. He blocked it with this shield, the arrow tip imbedding into it, but kept coming. I wouldn’t get another arrow knocked before his spear pierced my chest. Leaping out of our stone barrier, Lucian unsheathed his sword and blocked Ares’ advance, but the god hadn’t lost his ability while imprisoned. In fact, he seemed fiercer, almost animal like in his attack.

      Armed with his knives, Ren stepped out, but he wasn’t a match to Ares’ deft handle of the spear. Ren had to do a lot of ducking and dodging to avoid that sharp tip. Jasmine joined him with her sword. She charged at Ares, but he hindered her strike, pushing her back with his shield. She landed on her back, almost falling into the pond.

      “I just want to talk.” The wild look his in eyes told me he was beyond any form of communication. “Aphrodite!” I shouted into the air, knowing full well she was nearby, probably watching the whole thing with glee. “I just want to talk to you. I need some information.”

      The sound of huge flapping wings echoed from above, and I turned just as a giant eagle swept down from the cliffs. Its claws pinched my shoulders, effectively blocking my wings from unfurling before I could react, and she lifted me into the air. I considered setting her claws and feet on fire, but it was a short way down, and I wasn’t sure I could get my wings out before I hit the jagged rocks below us.

      Eventually, she dropped me on the cliff, settling herself on top of my body. Her claws still pierced my flesh while the weight of her body crushed my chest. Aphrodite was heavy as a giant eagle. She lowered her sharp beak toward my throat.

      “I only came here to talk to you. I don’t want to kill you, but I will.” My hands lit up with flames and I lifted them toward her feathery body.

      She must’ve figured I would do it, because she stepped off me, standing on her eagle legs, and folded her big wings into her body—starting to shift back. After a few minutes, Aphrodite stood before me.

      Her once long golden hair was now choppy, as if cut with a dull blade, lank and dark from being unwashed. Her face and arms were streaked with dirt. Her dress was torn, and her bare feet looked cut up and bruised from walking around on the rocks for months. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for her, but then I remembered everything she’d done to my friends and me, and every ounce of pity bled out of my body.

      She was instrumental in Sophie’s death… and in Hades’s. I would never, could never forgive her.
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      “What do you want?” Aphrodite croaked, her voice no longer like milk and honey.

      “Call off your dog,” I demanded,

      “Now, why would I do that?”

      “Because we have food. Real food. Fruit, and I think some pastries too.”

      Her eyes lit up, and I could imagine what they’d been feasting on down here. If it was anything like what Hecate had resorted to eating in Asphodel Meadows… my stomach roiled with the memory.

      “We could just kill you and take it anyway.” She took a threatening step toward me.

      As a Goddess, she was strong and could shapeshift into pretty much anything, but I’d never seen her in a real fight. Aphrodite hadn’t done much in the Battle of Pecunia, except stand there, watching and gloating. She didn’t have a weapon on her as far as I could see, yet I knew she was still dangerous.

      “There are six of us and two of you. We all have powers and weapons. How long do you really think you’ll last?” To make my point I held out my hands, and narrow ribbons of lightning curled around my fingers. I could send a bolt toward her in seconds, and she knew it. She had seen me destroy Zeus, I imagined she was calculating her odds of surviving me.

      “Ares! Don’t kill them!” she shouted.

      Moving toward the edge of the cliff, I looked down at the others. Immediately, Ares lowered his spear and retreated, but Lucian swung his sword around, looking to attack.

      “Lucian, don’t kill him!”

      He glanced up at me, nodding, but didn’t sheath his sword.

      “Give me this food now,” she snarled.

      “Okay.” I spread my wings, my shoulders aching again from the gouges her eagle claws had made, and I flew down to the pond.

      As she followed me, I noticed her wings were missing a few feathers, like Ares’s. I wondered what creatures they’d tangled with to damage them that way.

      I took the backpack that Georgina had been carrying and tossed it to Aphrodite. She tore it open, grasped the apple inside with her bony hand and took a big bite out of it, core and all. Bits of it came out as she chewed. Seeing what she was eating, Ares rushed toward her and pulled the backpack away—nearly knocking her over. His hand reached in to grab whatever he could, and he shoved a pear into his mouth.

      My vile rose as I watched them eat. They had only been in Tartarus for six months, but I could just imagine what they’d be like in a few years, in a few decades. In a millennia, as the Titans had been imprisoned.

      “Now you can answer my questions,” I reminded.

      “What do you want to know?” she spat, as she chewed the Danish Ren had insisted on packing.

      “I want to know where the Cave of Memory is, and how to get there.”

      Halting her eating, she gave me a perplexed look. “Why do you want to go there?”

      As if she didn’t know. I smirked. “To stop you from resurrecting Zeus.”

      Aphrodite barked out a laugh. “What are you on about? I think all that power swirling around in you has finally driven you stupid.”

      “You’ve been messing around with the Fates and with time.”

      Her expression contorted as she regarded me. “Uh huh, and how do you think I’ve been doing that? I’m in hell, if you haven’t noticed. Thanks to you.”

      Taken aback, I glanced over at the others, they were all looking at me with confusion. Had I been wrong? It wasn’t Aphrodite playing around with time and death? If not her, then who?

      “Thanatos told me you’ve been to see the Fates. Is that true?”

      She licked the sticky icing off her fingers. “I may have gone to see them, over two thousand years ago.”

      “So, you know where they are and how to get there. I need you to tell me.”

      “And what will you do for me?”

      Shrugging, I gestured to the backpack. “You already ate it. Maybe you should’ve thought about saving some of it for later, considering you’re going to be here for an eternity.”

      “Nothing lasts for an eternity, little girl. You must know that by now.” She smirked. “Hades knew that all too well.”

      I didn’t like the snide way she talked about him. I slid out an arrow and knocked it on my bow. I aimed it at her. “Watch your tongue, or this arrow will fly right into your mouth and come out of the other side with your tongue stuck on the tip.”

      “Then you won’t have your information. Information I realize now is very important to you. And is worth something for us.”

      Shit. I hadn’t counted on her asking for favors. I should’ve remembered how manipulative and devious she was. That was a big mistake.

      “We’re not going to help you escape this place, if that’s what you’re asking.” Although, I supposed they could escape all on their own. We did leave the gate unlocked and open in our haste to get down here, but she didn’t know that.

      Before Aphrodite could respond, a thundering roar resounded all around us, bouncing off the craggy rock. Instinctively, I moved towards Lucian and the others just as a large blue shape in the sky flew toward us.

      “It’s Khione,” Aphrodite grumbled.

      “Who is Khione?” I asked.

      “She is the Goddess of Winter and Ice, and not someone I’ve seen in thousands of years.” She pointed an accusatory finger at me. “You brought her here as revenge against me.”

      “I didn’t. I didn’t even know she existed. I didn’t know a Goddess could be a creature.”

      “She wasn’t always one.”

      It was at that point that I realized the reason for Aphrodite’s fear—which I could feel wafting of her in waves—was that she’d turned Khione into that.

      “Someone sent her after me. Who knew you were coming here?”

      Pausing, I went over everyone I’d talked to about this in my mind. Thanatos would assume I’d come, so would Hecate, but that was it. Not even Hephaistos knew what I’d been truly up to, because I hadn’t even had a chance to tell him about Asphodel Meadows.

      “Nobody.”

      She barked out a humorless laugh. “You are still such a foolish girl. Secrets can’t be kept at the academy. Someone always knows. Someone is always watching, especially when it comes to you.”

      I didn’t know what that last bit meant, but I didn’t have time to mull it over before the big blue dragon with pale blue eyes swooped over us, breathing a stream of ice like a laser. Her ice breath hit the pond, freezing the water instantly.

      We all jumped into battle mode, so I drew out an arrow from my quiver and knocked it. “Jasmine! Light me up!”

      Flames igniting on her fingers, she ran over to me, and set them to the tip of my arrow. It took a moment but it caught on fire. Aiming into the sky, I waited until the dragon came around again, letting my arrow loose.

      It whizzed by her big scaley head. The arrow didn’t hit her, but it was enough to get her attention, and as she roared again, her piercing gaze narrowed in on me. I wasn’t sure if that was what I wanted. All I knew was that I had to keep Aphrodite alive, so she could give me the information I desperately needed.

      Knocking another arrow, I had Jasmine light it up, and let it loose. That time I aimed for the dragon’s wing, I didn’t want to kill her as I didn’t have a quarrel with her, but I couldn’t let the dragon kill Aphrodite either. It was a very strange conundrum to be in, considering I’d wished death on Aphrodite a thousand times.

      “We need to incapacitate the dragon,” I called to the others. “And we have to protect Aphrodite.”

      Lucian’s eyebrows hit his hairline. “That’s not something I ever thought I’d hear you say.”

      “Me either, but here we are.”

      “Okay, what do you want us to do?”

      “Distract it, maybe?”

      He nodded, then flapped his wings and took to the air. Ren, Georgina, and Jasmine followed him up, leaving Cassandra on the ground looking a bit like a frightened child, but she withdrew her sword and took a stance next to me.

      A couple of fire balls formed on Jasmine’s hands while the dragon came around again, breathing another penetrating laser of ice that cut through the stone of the cliff nearby. Boulders fell down, one of them nearly hitting Georgina, but she was able to swerve out of the way.

      I grabbed Aphrodite’s arm tightly and shook her. “Tell me what you know.”

      “Why would I do that? You’ll let Khione kill me once I do.”

      No, I wouldn’t let that happen, would I? Maybe. Probably.

      “I won’t, although you definitely deserve it. How many lives have you ruined?”

      “Countless.” She gave me a defiant look, but there was something in her eyes that told me maybe she was getting weary of being the villain.

      Ares decided to take that moment to defend his lover against me, although I wasn’t an immediate threat to her. Grabbing me from behind, he put a carved down piece of stone to my throat. It was sharp; I could feel the edge slicing into my skin.

      Without hesitation, Cassandra raised her sword. “Let her go.”

      Aphrodite waved a hand at him. “Let her go, Ares. Our fight isn’t with her right now.”

      Unfortunately, I didn’t think Ares was listening. To anything. It looked like he’d gone completely crazy. He pressed the blade harder against my neck. Any more and I would be in dire trouble without a healer like Chiron to mend me. “She’s here to assassinate us. She’s working for Hades.”

      “Hades is dead, darling,” she said to him, trying to make him see reason.

      “No, he’s alive. He comes to me in my dreams.” Panic and fear strangled his voice.

      Apparently, Aphrodite could also hear it, because she lifted a hand toward him, to soothe him. “Let her go. We will have our revenge on her, but not today.”

      His hand started to shake, and I feared he would cut me when he truly didn’t mean to do it.

      “Let her go!” Cassandra moved so quickly I hardly registered it. The moment her hand reached Ares’ head, a light came out of her palm and he was blasted backward, landing on his ass a few feet away.

      I gaped at her, as did Aphrodite. “What did you do?” I asked.

      Wide-eyed Cassandra glanced at her hand. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, whatever it was. It was pretty cool.” I smiled at her.

      “Melany! Watch out!”

      Lucian’s warning reached me too late. My head whipped up just as the dragon was almost upon us, her mouth open wide. A stream of ice shot out, and I felt the chill graze my shoulder. When I turned toward Aphrodite my eyes widened.

      The ice beam pierced her chest, freezing half her body.

      The evil goddess fell to the ground, and I crouched next to her, lifting her body onto my lap. Her skin was so cold, that it felt like frigid daggers puncturing my hands while I held her. I didn’t know why, but remorse filled me. That woman had hurt so many people. She’d tried to kill me in more than one occasion, and still, I felt something as she lay dying in my arms.

      When Aphrodite looked up at me, there were tears in her eyes. As they rolled down her cheeks they turned into shards of ice. “Follow the stars,” she croaked.

      “What?”

      “Follow the stars to the Cave of Memory…” Her voice trailed off.

      “What does that mean?”  but it was too late.

      She was gone.

      Her eyelids slowly fluttered closed, long eyelashes freezing them shut forever.

      A long, guttural moan escaped Ares as he looked down at Aphrodite’s frozen body, and I almost felt bad for him. I could hear the anguish in his cry.

      He took to the sky like a torpedo, his sharp spear poised in front of him. Khione swerved back toward him, but Ares didn’t get out of the way. He flew right toward her. Mouth opening, she breathed ice again, hitting him on the leg but it didn’t stop him.

      Landing on top of the dragon’s back, he thrust his spear into her side. The dragon roared as Ares pulled his weapon out and rammed it back in, over and over again, until the side of the dragon was a gory mess.

      The others landed on the ground next to me while I pushed Aphrodite’s body off my lap, laying her as gently as I could onto the earth—although she was beyond caring at that point. I stood beside my friends, and we watched Ares and the dragon fight to the bitter end.

      With the God of War still affixed to her back, she collided into the side of a rising cliff, breaking off half the rock face. It came crashing down, hitting the dragon and Ares along the way. With one last roar, Khione crashed into the ground, the ragged boulders completely covering her and Ares’ bodies.
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      Lucian glanced at me. “I sure hope Aphrodite told you what you needed to know.”

      “I don’t know. She told me something, but I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “Can we get out of here now?” Jasmine asked, shivering. The cold seemed to be seeping into our pores even more than before.

      I nodded. “Yeah, let’s go home.” Before Cassandra could move away though, I grabbed her arm. “I don’t know what you did there, but thank you for doing it.”

      “I thought he was going to kill you,” she murmured.

      “He would’ve but you blasted him.” Taking her hand, I examined it. “I think maybe you just discovered a new power. Light power. You’re a superhero now.” Her unease was evident, so I let her hand go.

      A few minutes later, after getting Cassandra tied to Lucian again, we flew into the sky and headed back to the chasm that led up to the gate. I thought about the ramifications of our journey here. We had inadvertently killed two more Gods, but I believed that if Ares hadn’t jumped onto Khione’s back, she might have tried to kill us too.

      Someone didn’t want me to talk to Aphrodite.

      Someone didn’t want me to have the information she possessed about the Cave of Memory.

      It was obvious now, I’d been wrong about who wanted to resurrect Zeus, and who had been messing around with time and death. It hadn’t been Aphrodite. So, if not her, then who? Who had to gain from Zeus’s resurrection? The list was long. Not everyone at the academy had been happy with the outcome of the Battle of Pecunia, and definitely not with my involvement with it. Yet, in my vision, the Fates had said “her”, so it had to be a woman.

      That made the list a bit smaller, but not by much.

      I let everyone go up before me, but before I ascended through the hole, I glanced over at the pond and rockslide that had buried Khione and Ares. I expected to see Khione’s big blue scaled body covered in boulders and dirt, but all I saw was the rocks.

      Considering the changes in time and in death, I wondered if maybe—like that man on the pier that I thought I had saved—Khione hadn’t died. However, if the ice dragon didn’t die, so maybe Ares didn’t either, nor did Aphrodite. Maybe they were walking around with mortal wounds in their bodies, but still breathing.

      A shudder rushed up my body at the thought, but I didn’t let it stop me from flying up through the chasm, and out onto the barren field of the underworld. Once there, Lucian closed the metal gate over the hole, and using the key, I locked it. As soon as it was sealed, the ground beneath our feet started to move. The wind picked up; dirt and big chunks of the earth rolled over the entrance, covering it up, until there was no indication there was anything there at all.

      I didn’t know if Ares and Aphrodite had survived, but if they had, they still weren’t getting out of Tartarus. That I would make sure of.

      Now that we were back on the plains, we walked back to the river’s edge.

      “Charon! I need your boat again!” I shouted into the ether, hoping the skeletal butler was listening, as usual.

      After waiting for about five minutes, a thick fog rolled down the river, and the boat emerged from the mist with Charon at the stern, steering with his long wooden pole. The ship stopped in front of us, and the wooden plank magically appeared on shore. We boarded, and Charon sailed us back around the river to the spot where we had started.

      “Thank you, Charon,” I offered once we were back on land.

      “I am always at your service, my lady, just as Lord Hades instructed.” He inclined his head. Before long, the fog rolled up and over the ship and him, and he disappeared.

      Lucian turned to me. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s nothing.” I brushed off his question, and started walking back to the tunnel.

      When he caught up with me, I knew he wasn’t going to let it go.

      “Doesn’t sound like nothing. Sounds very much like something major.”

      “Charon is just being overly dramatic. It’s what he does. I think he thinks he’s in some Shakespearean play.” I gave him a little smile, to hopefully placate him.

      I didn’t want to tell him that according to Charon, Hades left me the keys to the kingdom. Honestly, I didn’t fully believe it myself, so the last thing I wanted to do was engage in possibly false speculations. It wouldn’t do Lucian any good, or me for that matter. It was a situation that I wasn’t ready to deal with yet.

      “Let’s get back to the academy and gather in the dining hall—I’m starving,” I added, as my stomach growled. “Then we can figure out together what Aphrodite’s information means, if anything.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t get to eat my Danish,” Ren mumbled.

      Chuckling, Jasmine patted him on the back. “I would think after all of that, you wouldn’t have an appetite.”

      He shrugged. “I’m pretty much hungry all the time. Nothing’s really going to change that.”

      Once we were topside, it was night outside. We flew back to the academy, and as I’d experienced before, time had passed differently there than it had in the underworld. When we arrived at the school, everyone was asleep, so we snuck into the dining hall, hoping we could rustle up some food. Usually, there was always something in the kitchen, stashed away in the refrigerator.

      During our first year, Dionysus showed us where the best stuff was kept. As usual, he was right, and we all stacked plates with pastries and fruit. Commandeering a nice-sized tub of whipped cream cheese, I dipped my fruit into it.

      Food in hand, we sat at our usual table and tried to make sense of what Aphrodite had told me.

      “So, she said follow the stars?” Jasmine asked.

      I nodded.

      “Are you sure she wasn’t just babbling? She was dying.”

      “If she had just said follow the stars, maybe, but she repeated it and said follow the stars to find the Cave of Memory.”

      “Could you be talking about the Sky realm?” Lucian asked. “Thanatos was the one who directed you to Aphrodite. Maybe he was just trying to throw you off the trail. Protecting himself.” He shook his head. “I find it hard to believe that death doesn’t know where the Fates are. I mean, they work hand in hand.”

      “I know, it’s just that out of all of the Gods, death, I think, is the only one who is honest.”

      Lucian nodded. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      “Besides, I really don’t want to go back there for any reason. Nyx is not a forgiving person. I could just imagine where she would snap me next, once she realizes I escaped Asphodel Meadows. I really don’t want to find out.” I took a strawberry, scooped a lot of cream cheese with it, and popped it into my mouth, instantly feeling better.

      “Maybe we should check in the Hall of Knowledge,” Lucian suggested. “It was useful to us last time.”

      “That’s a good idea.” I finished what was on my plate. “Why don’t you guys head there, and I’ll catch up.”

      “What are you going to do?” Lucian asked, his voice heavy with concern. He probably thought I was going to disappear again without a trace.

      A part of me wanted to tell him that I feared the same thing.

      I lifted my plate. “I’m going to get some more cream cheese. There is no way I’m squandering this opportunity to gorge.”

      Chuckling, he stood. “Okay, then meet us there.”

      Jasmine jumped to her feet. “I’m going to go check in with Mia. If what you say is true about the time, we might’ve been gone for days instead of just a few hours. I don’t want her to think I’d left without telling her.”

      As everyone filed out of the dining hall to go to the Hall of Knowledge, well Jasmine went to find Mia first, I ventured back into the kitchen. Ever since I’d come back from Asphodel Meadows, I had a serious sweet tooth. All I wanted to do was eat pastries, pancakes with whipped cream, and my favorite whipped cream cheese. I supposed that seeing what Hecate had been dining on for months would do that to a person.

      Using a big spoon, I scooped up some cream cheese from the tub and put it in my mouth. I nearly moaned in delight, but the sound of movement behind stopped me. I turned to see a figure in the shadows.

      “What are you doing in here?” The figure stepped into the light. It was Hera, and I was really surprised to see her. When Zeus was alive, she really didn’t have much to do with the running of the academy, except for teaching one class about the history of the Gods and the school, which didn’t really change after his death.

      “I’d ask you the same thing.”

      She lifted her hands, revealing a big bowl of chocolate pudding between them. “It’s my one weakness.”

      It was the most surprising thing she could’ve ever showed me, and it knocked me off guard. I laughed so hard my stomach hurt.

      “I didn’t take you for a secret nighttime eater,” I admitted.

      She chuckled, then smoothed a hand over one ample hip. “I didn’t come by this figure honestly.”

      That made me giggle even more. This was a side of the matriarch Goddess that I’d never seen before. That, I would never have even guessed. It was too bad that she didn’t reveal this side of her more often, because it was really charming.

      “Since you are out of bed when you shouldn’t be,” she added, “come with me and I’ll show you something special.”

      “What?”

      “That would ruin the surprise, now wouldn’t it?”

      “I’m not big on surprises, to be honest Hera.”

      She waved a bejeweled hand at me. “You’ll like this one.” She started to walk out of the kitchen.

      I was feeling pretty light and breezy, with a belly full of sweetness, so I decided to follow her. What would be the harm?

      As we walked the west wing corridor toward her hall, Hera gave me a side-eye look. “I’ve been told you were gone for a few days here and there. Where have you been running off to?”

      “Nowhere special.” Just because we shared a love of sweetness in the dead of night, didn’t mean I trusted her with the truth.

      “I know you’re a great soldier, Melany, with a lot of power, but you should remember to be careful out there. It’s not always safe for a girl like you.”

      We rounded the corner, walking toward the entrance to her hall. Something about what she’d just said bothered me, and I started to slow down my pace. Stopping, she turned to look at me.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      It was then that I spotted something behind her that made my heart race. There were small pinpoints of white light illuminating her hall’s doors. They glowed and sparkled, looking just like stars in the night sky.

      Suddenly, I remembered that the night I had the vision about the Fates, I had sleepwalked across the academy, ending up here. In Hera’s Hall. In the hall of the Goddess of the Stars.

      “Follow the stars…”

      Recognition slammed into me, and I knew how to get to the Cave of Memory. It was through Hera’s Hall. How to get through it without alerting the Goddess, well that was a whole other problem that needed to be solved. Yet, I was just overjoyed that I figured out the mystery.

      “Um, I just remembered that my friends are waiting for me.”

      Her head tilted to the side, carefully regarding me. “Really?”

      “Yup, they are expecting me. So, you know, if I don’t show up, they’ll definitely raise the alarm and come looking for me.”

      She nodded, and smoothed a hand over her updo. “Well, then, you shouldn’t keep them waiting. What I was going to show you will wait until next time.”

      “Great.” I tipped my head to her, and turned, getting the hell out of there.

      I had a feeling, a dark ominous feeling, that Hera may have been about to show me just how I was going to disappear for good.
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      I ran all the way to the Hall of Knowledge, thankful that I no longer had to break in through a secret portal in the maze, like Lucian and I did years ago. Athena had decided that the information and knowledge she’d been guarding for hundreds of years, should be available to all the Gods, demigods, and recruits at the academy. So, she had the new hall built, and all the books and scrolls relocated.

      The others had books open, pouring over them when I ran in, breathing hard.

      “What’s wrong?” Lucian was immediately at my side.

      “I figured out what ‘follow the stars’ means.”

      “You figured that out in a tub of cream cheese?” Georgina teased.

      “No, when Hera discovered me in the kitchen and invited me to her hall.”

      Everyone looked at me funny. I didn’t blame them. It was an unusual set of circumstances.

      “There are stars all over the doors to her hall. She’s also the Goddess of the Stars, and when I had the dream about the Fates, I woke up from it in her hall.”

      “Could be a coincidence,” Lucian suggested.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “When is anything a coincidence at the academy?”

      “Good point.”

      “Now what?” Ren asked from his perch on one of the big, mahogany reading tables. “We go into Hera’s Hall, and then? We still don’t know what to look for or how it leads to the Cave of Memory.”

      Lucian lifted the book he’d been reading. “This is a book on the galaxies and constellations. Remember during first year in Hera’s lecture hall? The dome ceiling was a map of the sky with all the constellations.”

      When he set the book down, opening it to the page he’d been perusing, I stepped up to him.

      “Maybe one of the constellations will lead us to a portal, a door, or a gate.”

      I smiled at him. “Look at you, being a smarty-pants.”

      Chuckling, he swung an arm around my shoulders, and pulled me into him. “I guess I’m not just a pretty face.”

      “Ha! I wouldn’t go that far.”

      Leaning in, he brushed his lips against mine. It was the first time since I got back from the meadows that he’d tried to kiss me. I let it happen, even though I felt awkward about it, and I hated that I did. Something had fundamentally shifted between us, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

      When Lucian pulled back, he had a similar look in his eyes. He seemed as confused as I was about what had just happened. Something occurred when our two timelines merged, and it was more than just about his and the others’ powers.

      Jasmine and Mia came into the library holding hands. “So, what did we miss?”

      “Melany figured out that we need to be in Hera’s Hall to find the way to the Cave of Memory, and Lucian thinks there might be something we can use in that boring book on constellations,” Ren stated.

      “Cool.” Jasmine nodded.

      Mia looked over at me. “I’m glad to see you back, Mel.”

      “I’m glad to be back.”

      “Libra,” Cassandra blurted out of the blue, and we all turned to look at her.

      “What about Libra?” I asked.

      “I’m a Libra,” Mia stated, matter-of-factly.

      “Libra’s constellation actually belongs to Astraea, who was the Goddess of Justice,” “Libra is shown holding a set of scales, but those scales belong to Astraea. She was rumored to have been the last immortal to have lived on Earth among the humans. Eventually, she left, due to her disgust of humanity’s wickedness and brutality.”

      “Okay, but what does that have to do with finding the Cave of Memory?” I asked.

      “Astraea was also known as the Star Goddess.” Cassandra turned the book and pushed it toward me.

      Glancing down at the page she’d turned to, I found there was a picture of the Goddess, and the constellation connected to her. It was a triangle with two lines coming down from it. It represented the scales of justice. “I remember seeing this on the ceiling of Hera’s lecture hall.”

      With my words, everyone came over and crowded around the book to have a look.

      Jasmine nodded. “Me too. It’s on the upper left side. One of the lines coming down points to the floor.”

      I smiled at Cassandra. “How do you know about constellations?”

      “They are very much connected to prophecy,” she confessed. “Apollo has been teaching me.”

      “Okay, so we have the pieces, now how do we use them?” Georgina asked.

      My shoulders lifted and fell. “I guess we’ve got to sneak into Hera’s Hall.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Jasmine snorted.

      “Hey, we just went to Tartarus and back. This should be a piece of cake.”

      It wasn’t a piece of cake. In fact, it was pretty damn hard.

      Firstly, we decided not to do it that night, as we were all exhausted. I ended up sleeping over twelve hours, and Georgina had to wake me up by dribbling some cold water onto my face. Afterward, we all had classes we needed to attend. I, in particular, had been very negligent with my academy duties, so much so, that Prometheus called me to his office to have a chat.

      At first, I thought he was going to scold me for the fact that we stole the key to Tartarus, and had gone down there. Yet, someone had the presence of mind to return the key when we got back. I wasn’t sure who it had been, no one informed me, but when I walked out onto the platform of the highest tower, the key was there, back on Prometheus’s belt.

      “I understand that the past couple of years have been difficult for you, Melany,” Prometheus stated. “You lost your mother and your home. You were treated unfairly by the previous administration, and you lost a… mentor in the big battle.”

      He was choosing his words carefully, I noticed. The true sign of a diplomat.

      “And I feel like we have given you a lot of leeway because of this, but you have responsibilities here at the academy now. You have proven yourself to be a powerful soldier and a competent leader, so now it’s time to pass on that knowledge, training the next generation of soldiers.”

      I nodded. “You’ve been more than lenient with me. And I appreciate that, Prometheus.” Then, I decided to just throw caution to the wind. “But I have a question for you.”

      Intrigued, he inclined his head for me to continue.

      “Haven’t you noticed that something is going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I’m sure Hephaistos has told you about the list of recruits for the shadowboxes, or I should say, the lack of a list.”

      “He did mention it, yes.”

      “Don’t you think that’s weird?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. It turned out to be a clerical error.”

      “A clerical error?” I gave him a look.

      “Yes.”

      “So, Hephaistos has a new list?”

      “Not that it is any of your concern, but yes, he has a proper list of candidates to send shadowboxes to this year.”

      A deep frown crinkled my brows. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. I would definitely check with Hephaistos, which I was sure Prometheus would know. Was he lying to me? Did he know what was going on? Or was he as much in the dark as the rest of us?

      “Is there something else you’re not saying, Melany? You seemed very adamant about telling me about that list. As if that proved a theory of yours.”

      Should I tell him about death? Should I tell him about my trip to Asphodel Meadows, and about the vision Cassandra sent me about the Fates? Prometheus wasn’t at all like Zeus, but I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could trust him with what I knew.

      Sighing, I shook my head. “No, I just thought you should know about the list. I found it very odd.” I got up from the chair. “Thank you for the pep talk. I won’t let you down, sir.”

      “See that you don’t. Others here at the academy do not share my charity toward you, and I do not wish to prove them right.”

      I gave him a little salute. “From now on, I’ll be the model soldier of the Gods’ Army.” Of course, I was lying through my teeth, and I suspected he knew that and was just giving lip service for those at the academy who had been complaining about me.

      Once he nodded, I left, leaping off the platform and flying down to the bottom floor of Zeus’s Hall. I had no intention of being a model anything, but I decided I better put in some effort to throw everyone off my track. Tonight, if everything went well, my friends and I would be heading to the Cave of Memory to fix time and death, since no one else seemed to give a damn about it.

      After I left his office, I spent some time training at the elemental dome. Thankfully, I only had a few recruits to teach about lightning. Then it was dinner time, and we all met in the dining hall as we normally did. We ate, and planned. Tonight, we would pack up some supplies, I had no idea what we were going to need, but rope and the like sounded like a good idea. I told everyone to meet me in the maze, and I would use the shadows to get into Hera’s Hall.

      That had not gone to plan.

      When I took everyone through the shadows, we ended up everywhere but inside Hera’s Hall. One time, we ended up walking in on Dionysus and Demeter getting high on the weed that Demeter grew in Dionysus’s laboratory. Thankfully, they didn’t make a big deal out of it, and just told us to be more careful about where we traveled.

      On the last try, we appeared just outside of the closed doors of Hera’s hall.

      “Okay, so now what?” Jasmine asked.

      “Break in.” I grabbed the big brass door handle and tried to turn it. Of course, the door was locked.

      “Maybe we should abort.” Ren looked back down the hall nervously. “I really don’t want to get caught. Hera seems like she’s this matronly woman, but she scares me. I don’t think anyone can be a loving, reasonable, compassionate person and have been married to Zeus.”

      We all agreed. I still remembered the glee on her face when I was being tortured with lightning, after I’d been caught leaving the academy during our first year. And when Hades showed up to claim me as his apprentice, she’d been one of the first ones to call for the guards to arrest him, or worse.

      Hera was not a woman we wanted to piss off, but I had to get into her hall and find the entrance to the Cave of Memory.

      I tried the door again, but I couldn’t even rattle it. Then, I produced flames and tried to melt the doorknob. That didn’t work. I knew lightning wouldn’t help, and neither would water. We needed something stronger to break the lock.

      Glancing over at Georgina, I gave her my sauciest grin. “Want to test out your new metal hand?”

      “Not really,” she replied.

      “C’mon. It’ll be cool.”

      She shook her head but stepped up in front of the door. “I think you really got this made for yourself.” Her metal fingers wrapped around the brass handle, and she squeezed.

      At first, I didn’t think it was going to give, but Georgina put all her energy into it, and was gifted with the sound of the brass compressing into a tiny little ball. When she pulled the handle off, I reached in the hole, finessed the lock open with nimble fingers, and pushed the doors open.
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      MELANY

      When we entered the hall, I half expected to see Hera standing there, waiting for us with a dagger in one hand and a tub of chocolate pudding in the other. Yet, as it was, the hall was dark and empty. We moved quickly into Hera’s lecture room with the domed ceiling full of stars. Someone flicked on the lights, and we searched the sky for the Libra constellation.

      “It’s not here,” Cassandra whispered.

      “It has to be,” I pressed.

      She pointed to the area on the dome where I remembered seeing it. “It should be there, but it isn’t.”

      “Shit!” My hand smacked the wall in frustration. “Why can’t just one thing be easy?”

      Frowning, Lucian looked up at the ceiling. “Do that again.”

      “What?”

      “Hitting the wall. When you did that, the stars moved. There are new constellations now.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Do it again, and watch.”

      I smacked the wall, feeling the impact of it resonate up my arm. He was right, there was a shift in the stars. They moved around to form different shapes. I must’ve been hitting some kind of controls along the wall.

      Forming a ball of fire in my hand, I inspected the surface. It took a few minutes, but I finally spotted a control panel of sorts. It was like playing with a temperature switch—not too hot, not too cold, just right in the middle. Trying to find that right spot though, the middle, proved difficult.

      I moved the gauges back and forth, hence moving the stars on the sky dome back and forth, and round and around. Sometimes I would get one or two in the right position, but then I couldn’t get the next ones in the right spot, without upsetting the balance of the original constellations.

      “Agh! I’m going to break this piece of shit in about two minutes if it doesn’t work.”

      “You need to be patient,” Georgina reminded.

      I gave her a look. “When have you ever known me to be patient?”

      “K, guys, I really don’t want to get caught in here,” Ren urged. “Let’s either figure it out, or get the hell out.”

      Cassandra approached me. “Can I try?”

      Shrugging, I gestured to the wall. “Knock yourself out.”

      I watched as she set her hand over the mechanism, shut her eyes, and made it move. We all looked up at the dome as the lights quickly shuffled around, lining up in complicated patterns. Suddenly, along the far right three stars formed a triangle, and two others drew down, forming two legs, while the last one settled in at the tip of the closest leg. It was the Libra constellation.

      “Damn girl, you did it.” I laughed as I walked over to the far right side of the room.

      “Now what?” Jasmine asked, looking around us. “Did anyone see a door open, or a portal?”

      Hovering in the air, I lifted my hand and dragged it over the longest leg of the constellation. When I reached the very last star, I felt something under my fingertips. “There’s something here.”

      “What?”

      Instead of answering, I pressed my fingers down on the raised dot on the ceiling. There was a loud clicking noise, then a whirring.

      “What did you do Mel?” Jasmine demanded.

      “I, ah, kind of pushed a button, I think.”

      The next second, the whole room began to spin.

      It was like being in the Graviton carnival ride. The pressure from the spinning pushed us up against the wall. I couldn’t even lift an arm as my body was forced into the side of the space. Glancing across, I saw Lucian tilted sideways along the wall. The centrifugal force defying the laws of gravity as the room rotated at an incredible speed.

      After an undetermined amount of time, I could feel the rotation slowing, until my feet touched the ground again. Then, it stopped, as if someone had stepped on the brakes, making the items and people who had been pressed into the walls crash to the floor, including Lucian.

      Dizzy, I looked up at the ceiling, to see the Libra constellation on the other side of the dome, the end of its leg pointing right to the door. It was as good as an exit sign to me, as I’d ever seen.

      “What just happened?” Ren asked, rubbing his head. He was probably sporting a headache, because I sure was.

      “I’m pretty certain we just traveled somewhere else.” Georgina made her way across the room to the door.

      “Remind me never to go anywhere with you guys again.” Doubling over, Mia vomited.

      Going to her side, Jasmine swept a hand over her back. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, Mia straightened. “I don’t think I want to, to be honest.”

      We all gathered at the door. Anticipation made my hand shake as I grabbed the handle, turned it, and pushed open the door. Again, I half-expected to see Hera standing there with a big grin, yelling “Surprise!” But Hera wasn’t there, no one was. In fact, nothing was. Or at least, at first glance, that’s what it looked like. Nothing.

      A straight, vast, sand-covered land stretched out before us as far as the eye could see—in every direction. It looked like the desert but without any dunes, valleys, or oasis to be found. Just a flat, desolate, sweep of land.

      “Where are we?” Lucian set a hand on my shoulder.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      “It looks like nothing.” Cassandra’s voice was as flat as what spanned in front of us.

      “Maybe that’s what it is,” I suggested, “the nothingness before life happens.”

      “Where’s this cave?” Ren took the first step out onto the sandy plain, and I stepped out next to him.

      “It has to be here somewhere.” Unfurling my wings, I lifted my hand into the air. “There’s no breeze whatsoever, so flying should be pretty easy.”

      It wasn’t long before we were all airborne—Cassandra was attached to Lucian again. Even at the height we flew, there was still the expanse of flat land that stretched out until the horizon. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve said the Earth was as flat as a pancake.

      We flew for what seemed like hours before we had to land to share the water canteens, and then we went back up to fly some more. As I looked out over the ground, I tried to keep my gaze to the distance. There had to be something there.

      After another hour, Jasmine suggested we return to the room and go back to the academy. “There is nothing here, Mel. We’re going to get lost and die here if we don’t go back.”

      Fear exuded from her every word, and I didn’t blame her for it. I was afraid too of the same thing. However, I was also afraid of time being erased and death going on holiday, not to mention, of someone trying to resurrect Zeus.

      “You guys go back. I’m going to go a little further.”

      “Wait,” Lucian pointed to the horizon. “There’s something there.”

      Squinting, I peered into the distance and saw a dark shape rising. “It’s a mountain.”

      It was. One tall mountain in the middle of nothing. And carved into the side of that mountain was a cave.

      We had found it.

      One by one, we landed on the narrow edge before the cave. Lucian untied Cassandra while Jasmine lit a fire ball, so did I, and we went inside. It looked exactly like the dug out, rocky tunnel from my vision. The deeper we went in, the cooler and damper it got, until fog started to ripple on the stone floor.

      “This is it,” I assured. “I saw this place.”

      “So did I,” Cassandra affirmed.

      We kept going, the tunnel getting narrower, so we had to go single file. I led the group with Cassandra behind me, Lucian, Georgina, Jasmine and Mia following her, and Ren as the last one. The mist along the rocky floor thickened and crawled up the sides of the tunnel, and then swirled overhead. After a time, it became disorienting since everything around us looked the same.

      After a few more steps, I started to question whether I was even walking on the ground, or sideways along the wall. I quickly glanced behind me to see where Cassandra was, but I didn’t see her directly. All I saw was strands of her red hair hanging down from the ceiling. I looked back further through the fog and saw the bobbing of Jasmine’s fire ball along the floor, or what I perceived was the floor.

      The laws of physics didn’t seem to exist in here. That was where the Fates lived and did as they pleased.

      Going a bit farther, the tunnel led us into a cavern. It was there that the fog lifted, revealing that we’d all been walking on different surfaces, in different directions. I was upside down, Cassandra was sideways and to my right, Lucian was on the ground, Ren and Jasmine were at an angle, so was Mia, but on the opposite side. Georgina was also upside down, yet, somehow, she had ended up in front of me.

      “Well, this is a bit unsettling,” Georgina mumbled.

      “I think if we all just walk along the walls we will end up on the floor with Lucian,” I instructed.

      Everyone did as I said, and we all came together in a huddle on the ground—or what we all assumed was the ground. Once there, together, we assessed our situation.

      The image was straight from my vision of the Fates, except the three cloaked sisters weren’t present. All that was left was their spinning wheel, a ball of golden line on the ground, beside the stool I’d seen Clotho sitting in as she spun the threads of life.

      Beyond that, hanging from every possible spot on the cavern ceiling, were varying lengths of golden thread. They were the life lines of every mortal, and God, who had ever existed.

      “Holy crap,” Lucian muttered. “Are those…?”

      I nodded. “Yup, those are threads of life.”

      Everyone gaped in amazement.

      Ren stepped forward and trailed his fingers over the ends of a few of the shorter lines. “Where it’s cut, is when they died?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed, trying hard not to feel too awestruck.

      “Where are the Fates?” Jasmine moved around, trying to make sense of the place, as if there were other rooms where the sisters could be hiding.

      There weren’t. That was it. One big empty cavern.

      We’d come all this way, gone through hell, for nothing. Disappointment flooded me so quickly that I felt dizzy. I reached out a hand toward the stone wall to steady myself.

      “This is kind of cool.” I looked over to see Ren walking up one side of the cavern, to take a closer peek at some of the threads hanging there. “If you look real close, you can see names on them.”

      “Really?” Wide-eyed, Jasmine peered around at all the lines. “You mean we could find our own threads and see how long we’ll live?”

      “Yes, you could, but would you want to?” Georgina ran her fingers over the spinning wheel. It moved a little, and she snatched back her hand.

      “I don’t know,” Jasmine mumbled, “maybe.” Her attention went to Mia, who was still looking a bit unsteady, leaning against one of the rock walls. “Mia, would you want know?”

      Her girlfriend swallowed and shook her head. “No way. That feels way too creepy.”

      Meanwhile, my head was spinning. Licking my lips, I tried to keep the contents of my stomach down. I couldn’t believe we’d come all this way to find no answers. Where did the Fates go? And how was I going to find them now?

      “Oh, damn.”

      I turned to see Ren nearby, peering into his hand where he held a severed piece of golden line.

      “I found Revana’s thread.”

      Biting down on my bottom lip, I turned away from him and the evidence of my mistake. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to calm my body. My guts were roiling, and I wasn’t sure I wasn’t going to get sick.

      “Should we look for Zeus’s thread?” Lucian asked. “If we took it, then no one could resurrect him.”

      Everyone split up, starting to search through the threads on the stone floor.

      Slowly, I leaned over, putting my hands on my thighs and took in some deep breaths. It was then that my gaze caught something on the ground, near my boot. It was a severed golden thread, but there was something different about that line. The color was darker, more bronze than gold, like a burnt piece of wheat.

      Reaching down, I picked it up. The second it was in my hand, I knew who it belonged to. I didn’t even have to read the name spun into the side. I could feel the power vibrating against my skin, like electricity, like a dark storm brewing. Even now. Even severed, I could feel him.

      My heart leapt in pure joy.

      “Mel? Did you find something?”

      I jolted at the question, and quickly slid the golden thread into my pants’ pocket. Lucian stared at me, waiting for an answer.

      “No, nothing.”

      As everyone went back to their search of the threads on the floor, I slowly rubbed my hand over my pocket, and smiled.
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      MELANY

      As I walked over the stone floor of the Fates’ stark granite cave, searching the space for any sign of Zeus’s thread of life, the enormity of what I had hidden inside my pocket seemed to weigh me down. Lifting my leg and taking a step forward without shaking with anxiousness and excitement, was a significant achievement. I wondered if the others could see my struggle, because I felt like it was evident in the lines of my face.

      I hoped they didn’t. Guilt pressed heavily against my chest already for dragging them here on another one of my perilous, and possibly, overly righteous quests. How many times had I put my best friends, those closest to me, in danger? Too many to count.

      This time was no different.

      We’d broken into Hera’s Hall. Had been teleported to a barren land with no clear path, and now we were in an odd mountain’s cave in the middle of nowhere, looking for a needle in a haystack—or rather, a particular thread in a giant woven blanket. It was an impossible task, but I was dead set on completing it at any cost.

      I paused and glanced at Lucian, who was upside down on the cave ceiling, inspecting threads. His attention was firmly affixed to his task, concentration written on his features. Jasmine was huddled with Mia along one wall, consoling her girlfriend. Mia still looked pale and nauseated, not used to the strange and dangerous situations that we always seemed to get into. I felt bad for her as I noted the clammy sweat that sheened her skin.

      Frown lines etched deep on Georgina’s brow while she crouched by the spinning wheel, inspecting the structure and its complex mechanics.

      Cassandra was the closest to me, and I could see her picking up individual threads, reading them, then gently setting them back down where they’d been. She surprised me the most, on how instantly she fit into our motley crew. Although, I suspected it had a lot to do with how she felt about Lucian. Even now, she stole glances at him, hoping no one noticed. I wasn’t going to bring it up. I knew she’d be mortified that I had most certainly took notice.

      Everyone seemed to be concentrating on what needed to be done, and not at all concerned with me. So, it weren’t my friends who were holding me back, but rather the burden of my conscience that was weighing me down.

      Straightening, I shook off the feeling. I’d deal with it later, when I had time to poke into those nooks and crannies of my soul.

      Having tucked the guilt away, I continued to sweep the floor for any sign of Zeus’s lifeline. If we could find it, then there wouldn’t be the threat of anyone trying to resurrect him. Although, I still needed to find out who that particular person was. Whoever it ended up being, was an enemy.

      Despite that, there was still the matter of Death taking a holiday and the dead not dying, oh, and the Fates’ disappearance. At least, that would be the biggest issue we’d had to deal with, and we could figure out a way to fix the other things without the portent of Zeus’s thunderous return crushing down upon our well-meaning heads.

      I knew that if the God returned, his first order of business would be to kill me, followed quickly by everyone I loved and cared about, which would be everyone in this cave. Also, I imagined every God, Goddess, and Demigod that helped me along the way—Hephaistos, Demeter, Dionysus, Heracles, Charon, the Furies, and Chiron, all came to mind—would pay in some way. If not by true death, then by some other horrible and twisted fate, which could make death seem preferable.

      Being locked in Tartarus would be one of them.

      I swallowed thickly at the thought. His spite was legendary, literally a part of historical record, so I imagined he’d strike down my friends first while forcing me to watch. The mere thought of it made me shudder. I could handle my own torture—I’d been there, done that—but I didn’t think I could resist watching those I cared about being hurt.

      Surely, I’d lose my shit.

      No. I wouldn’t let that happen. No matter what. I couldn’t.

      

      After another long hour, or so, of looking at thousands upon thousands of threads, the heft of our task seemed insurmountable. I was ready to give up and go back to the academy, to take a step back, to try and find another way to stop Zeus’s resurrection. Yet, I knew that a lot of it came from the fact that I had what I ultimately desired in the front pocket of my pants—Hades’s lifeline.

      It was everything I’d been dreaming about for months. It was all I wanted. To have him back at my side, in any way. So, I kept my mouth shut. If the others ever found out… I didn’t want to even consider how angry and disappointed they would be with me. Especially Lucian. It would crush him, and I didn’t want to hurt him anymore than I already had.

      The picture of his face if he discovered my betrayal formed in my mind’s eye. The shock at my duplicity shadowed deep in his eyes. I didn’t like the mental image, so I forced it away. Locked it down deeply.

      He deserved so much more than a girl like me.

      “Hey! I think I found it.”

      My head swung around to see Lucian on the opposite side of the cave, standing perpendicular on the wall, his soft golden waves hanging over his face. Seeing that the laws of physics didn’t work here was still baffling, and a bit stomach clenching. It tinted the entire quest with a shadow of disbelief. As though I was dreaming, knew I was dreaming, but couldn’t force myself to awake.

      I pushed the feeling away, shaking it off like I always did, and put my focus onto where Lucian pointed, his finger indicating to the stone floor.

      There was a slight glint, something shiny reflecting off the light emanating from the globes of fire we lit around the cavern. All the threads were woven from gold, but this particular one shone just a bit brighter. Like it was a more pure form of gold, a more valuable one. Like Hades’s lifeline, this one possessed some power even after being severed.

      A lot of power, actually. Now that I set my gaze on it, I could feel it. The sheer energy radiating from it was astounding.

      We all moved toward that spot, eager to retrieve it and get out of there. Georgina arrived first, but as she reached for the thread, the entire cave started to rumble and shake. She hadn’t even brushed it with her fingers, so it couldn’t be the lifeline, could it? Whatever it was, it felt like an earthquake. Just what we needed while deep inside of a cave.

      Bits of rock fell from the ceiling and smashed onto the floor. One big chunk, a razor-sharp stalactite—nearly the size of my body—came crashing down, almost hitting me. Thank the Gods, I managed to jump out of the way before it could slice into my skull.

      “Get out of the open!” I shouted to the others as I moved quickly across the space. I waved my arms to demonstrate what I meant. “Press up against the walls!”

      Everyone followed suit just as the ground beneath us shook even more. I could feel the vibrations rattling through my bones. Ren fell to his knees, one leg hitting a large shard of stone and bending unnaturally. A cry of pain erupted from his throat. I ran to him, helping him up, and hauling him over to the wall as quickly as we could. I spotted a trail of scarlet blood following us. Ren must’ve torn open his pants and his knee on the razor-sharp rock.

      I pressed up against the far wall again, not far from where Jasmine and Mia were, feeling the cold stone against my back. In sickening shock, I watched as the ground started to undulate, creaking before cracking open.

      It wasn’t like what I’d seen during the battle of Pecunia, when the ground spilt apart, creating the chasm into which Revana fell to her death. No, this looked like something was drilling its way up through the earth. Crumbs of soil, chunks of gravel, and shards of rock showered down around us.

      Pieces of stone and dirt piled up on top on the sides until there was a large gaping hole in the cave. Given the loud rattling sound coming from below, I suspected that something big was coming up through it. I was scared to peer down into the hole, but I did it anyway, tension stiffening my limbs.

      Bad idea. What I saw made my guts churn over.

      The eyeless bone-white face of what looked like a gaunt, gigantic worm, came charging from the hole. When it emerged, its massive mouth opened to make a strange, skin crawling sound, much like a growl. The way its body undulated was mesmerizing in a strange way. Goose flesh rose all over my body, and a shiver rushed up my spine. Its gaping maw was lined with tiny sharp teeth and wriggling cilia-like protrusions.

      Mia’s scream echoed around us, and the beast’s flanges swayed in her direction. Its head swiveled too, focusing deep black holes on her.

      That was not good.

      Considering the hideous creature didn’t have eyes, I figured it sensed where we were by sound, using the grotesque looking cilia in its mouth. Jasmine must’ve figured that out too, because she slapped a hand over Mia’s mouth, and then moved them to another part of the cave. Their movements were exaggerated, as though they were walking in slow motion even though they were hurrying, and I realized it was because they were trying to be as quiet as they could, getting themselves out of harm’s way before the beast could strike.

      And strike it did.

      Like a deadly, venomous viper, it lunged to where Jasmine and Mia had just been standing, its mouth wide and ready to inhale whatever it found. With deadly power and force, the monster crashed against the spot, its mouth moving hungrily. Luckily, it found nothing but stone and dirt, and the unfortunate, severed golden strands of life. Like a living vacuum, it sucked it all down. The sound it made as it fed caused nausea to roil in my gut, though I almost hoped that one of those threads belonged to Zeus. Then it would be gone forever, down into the belly of the gauntly beast.

      Snapping out of the shock, I realized we needed to get out of the cave and into the tunnel as fast and as quietly as we could, since the beast seemed to hunt through sound.

      I couldn’t yell across the room to warn the others like I wanted to, so I swallowed my words, and took a tiny step away from the wall I’d been pressed into. Lifting my arms, I waved back and forth to get their attention, hoping that the sound of my limbs moving through the air was faint. Luckily, the creature didn’t seem to pick up on it, so I kept waving. Once everyone was looking at me, I motioned toward the entrance to the tunnel we’d come through with exaggerated movements.

      Lucian’s short nod was the first answer I received, he was propping Ren up against him because our friend was clearly in a lot of pain. Jasmine and Mia had clasped hands tightly, and were already inching their way over to the tunnel. Mia looked like she was in shock, but at least she was walking.

      Cassandra, on the other hand, was frozen in place, still pressed against a wall nearby. I waved at her again, and she just looked back at me with glassy eyes. I wasn’t sure what it would take to get her to snap out of it. I might have to go grab her and move her myself.

      Glancing across the room to Georgina, my mouth went dry. I knew she’d seen my gesture toward the tunnel, but her focus was on the heaving ground and on Zeus’s thread. The gleaming gold strand had shifted a bit when the white worm burrowed its way through the rock, but for some reason, it hadn’t been sucked down into the creature’s massive, amorphous body.

      I wanted to yell at her that it wasn’t worth the risk, but it actually kind of was. And I had a feeling that she wouldn’t listen to me anyway.

      While the others made their way to the tunnel as silently as possible, and with slow motion style movements, I thought about ways to distract the worm so Georgina could get Zeus’s thread and still make it out of there alive. It was clear she’d made up her mind. I decided to get closer to it, which on first thought seemed like an insane idea, but I had to do something, or she was going to get herself killed trying to get the stupid lifeline.

      The worm’s big tube head swung around toward me when my feet slid on the shifting rocks. My boot hit a small pebble, sending it rolling across the rocky floor. It opened its mouth to “smell” or “hear” me, I couldn’t decipher which sense it was using. I supposed it didn’t matter, as long as we got away from it.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spied Georgina reaching for the thread with her good arm, her fingers brushing over it. I tensed, praying that she would be able to grab it. Maybe we could all get out of this without having to fight some beast to the death for once. Finally, her hand grasped it, and she straightened, holding it up for me to see. A grin illuminated her face at her triumph.

      I returned her smile, and the tension capturing my body relaxed a little.

      Then everything changed, yet again.

      The ground was still shaking from the worm beast breaking through, but it suddenly began to rock even harder. I struggled to keep my balance, falling painfully to my knees before dragging myself back up—no easy feat with the massive tremors that were rocking the cave. I’d barely swallowed a shout when another worm burst through the rock… near Georgina.

      I hadn’t even heard it coming.

      She turned toward it, moving as if in slow motion, just as its wide slit of a mouth opened, revealing the undulating cilia inside.

      “No!” I screamed, springing into action. My feet dashed past the first monster, muscles burnings, a fireball forming in the palm of my hand.

      The first worm somehow followed my movements and twisted toward me, seeking me as its target. It sliced through the crisp cave air like a leather whip, smashing into the rock wall beside me, and chunks from the roof rained down where it had hit. As it retreated, gearing up for a second strike, I turned and flung a ball of fire into its mouth, the flame sputtering slightly in the damp air. I watched the blaze get swallowed by the dark depths of the creature’s throat.

      The shriek that emanated from it rattled the entire cave, shooting a bolt of pain into my ears, which started to ring over and over again. Grimacing from the reverberating ache inside my head, I kept moving, one foot in front of the other, just as sparks erupted between my fingers. I was no longer scared, the fear replaced by rage.

      I was going to fry that fucker.

      The others flew into action, a flurry of movement happening around me—we were long past the point of escaping stealthily. More unholy, ululating shrieks from the creatures split the air, flashes of bright fire erupting when my friends joined me, mounting an attack on the beast that was doing its best to swallow me whole.

      All I could focus on though, was the second beast looming over Georgina with its gaping maw wide open. It was huge—at least six feet in diameter— bigger than the other white worm, and faster, which was surprising, especially for such a slumberous looking creature. The blood drained from my face, and my heart leapt into my throat as I watched it strike; she ran from it, but the monster got closer and closer to her with every blow.

      There was nothing I could do.

      I knew its next attack would succeed, and a scream tore unbidden from my throat. Leaving my friends to handle my worm, I leapt across the cave, arms outstretched, fire ball in hand… but I was too slow. The beast lunged again; its lightning quick movements barely visible to the naked eye.

      My knees crashed roughly on the earth; my mouth open in a silent scream as the monster snatched Georgina.

      It devoured her in one big gulp.

      A slight sound of satisfaction echoed from its depths, like a pleased humming while it swallowed her. Sickened, we all watched the white worm retreat into its hole, taking my best friend with it.
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      LUCIAN

      One minute Georgina was there, and the next she wasn’t…

      Shock washed over me, rooting me in place. I couldn’t believe what had just happened. I was barely aware of anything other than the fact that Georgina was gone, but I did notice the first worm also retracted into its hole. We’d done some damage to it, but obviously not enough to kill it and it was escaping, going down into the bowls of the earth.

      “Don’t shoot lightning! It will bounce off the walls!” I shouted at Melany as she flew over to the second hole, where the larger worm had disappeared. Her hands sparked with the unbridled rage I was certain she held inside. I felt sick to my stomach, and I knew that our friends all did, too.

      It was too late though. I winced, ducking at what I knew was about to come. She’d already flung her hands toward the split rock floor, aiming her deadly fire at the worm-like beast that had already escaped.

      Bright white, jagged, fiery bolts bounced off the hole’s walls and shot to the right—where Ren and I had been huddled. Whatever his injury was, it was enough to hinder his movement, so I had to push him out of the way not to be fried by Melany’s fire.

      A ragged grunt left Ren’s throat when his knee unavoidably hit the floor again. More blood stained his pants from the sudden impact, a sticky crimson pool forming below us. We hadn’t had time to tie off his injury.

      The fire reverberated around the cave, and I noticed another white-hot bolt zipping toward Cassandra.

      I reacted.

      Flying across the cave, I quickly unfurled my wings, yet kept them close to my body for maximum velocity. I managed to get in front of her before the lightning struck her in the chest and burned a hole right through her. The electricity hit my abdomen like a punch and sizzled all over my skin. It hurt. It hurt like acid had been poured over my skin, but I concentrated on absorbing it into my body. Instead of burning, my skin turned bright red, irritated and raw.

      It looked like having a really bad sunburn. Felt like it too.

      “Are you okay?” I looked Cassandra from head to toe, making sure no errant lightning had gone around me to sear her body.

      Eyes wide, she shook her head. She looked pale and shaky. “You saved me.” Her voice sounded so surprised that it startled me.

      I didn’t get a chance to respond, because I had to run over to the worm hole to stop Melany from diving into it headfirst.

      “Let me go!” She pulled out of my grasp, glaring daggers at me. I grabbed for her again, absorbing the fiery sparks shooting along her skin. She wasn’t scared, she was full of rage.

      “You can’t just go in there, Mel.” I had to say it, even though I knew she wasn’t in a place to listen to reason.

      “It took Gina. Of course I’m going in after it. Standing here, talking about it, is wasting valuable time she doesn’t have!”

      “Okay, but let’s make a plan. Let’s do it together.”

      Melany looked like she might argue, but I gradually felt her muscles relax, just enough that I was sure she wasn’t about to dive in alone.

      The others joined us at the hole; Jasmine had helped Ren over. He slumped down onto the floor, resting his back against the stone wall. Sweat popped up on his brow and upper lip, leaving a greasy sheen on his skin. He didn’t look too good.

      Before I could ask someone to help him, Cassandra crouched next to him and inspected his injury. He started to pull away, to say he was fine, but she quelled him with a look that said she meant business. I didn’t know if she had strong healing abilities, but with the way her hands fluttered over the huge gash on his knee, her movements competent and sure, I suspected she knew what she was doing.

      We watched keenly as she ripped off a piece of her shirt to wrap around the gaping wound. It probably wasn’t the most sterile dressing, given that we’d all been tossed around the cave like marbles in a jar, but I supposed it was better than nothing.

      Pulling my attention away from Ren and Cassandra, I grabbed a rope that had been lying on the ground and brought it back to Melany. I moved quickly so that she didn’t have a chance to grow impatient and do something rash, like going after the beast alone.

      “We can tie this around your waist,” I suggested, ignoring the scathing look she gave me. “Just in case we have to yank you back.”

      “I’m not coming back until I have Gina.”

      I thought about reasoning with her, but the determined glare in her eyes told me it would be pointless. Never mind that I knew her, and was certain she was going to do what she wanted anyway. Really, I didn’t blame her. This was Georgina we were talking about. Not only was she Melany’s best friend, she was the best and brightest of us all.

      Sighing, I looked at the others. “So, what do we got? Giant white worms that can’t see but use their other senses. Strong, fast, and live underground. It’s not ringing a bell for me. Anyone else heard of these creatures before?”

      Mia’s nose scrunched up as she considered it. “I’m pretty sure Artemis mentioned them in one of her classes.”

      “Anything you can remember would be helpful,” Melany added as she inspected the worm hole in the wall, getting ready to get inside it. Impatience was etched in every line of her body. “Especially of ways to kill them.”

      “I remember her saying that they are usually peaceful creatures.” Mia bit her lower lip in concentration while the rest of us shot her a look of disbelief.

      “Obviously not,” Melany growled, balling her hands into tight fists.

      “They’re supposedly not carnivorous,” Mia added. Her voice wavered a bit under our stares, then strengthened. I believed her—believed that this was what she had been told, anyway.

      “Why did they have big teeth then?” Melany pressed, agitated.

      Mia shrugged, but lifted her chin in the air. “To chew plants and grass.”

      “Are you sure that’s what Artemis said?” I interjected.

      Mia nodded.

      “Why did it swallow Gina then? If not for food?”

      “Maybe they didn’t come on their own?” Mia suggested. “I mean, this mountain, this cave doesn’t seem like a normal place for worms to be. Wouldn’t they be in an area with a lot of dirt, grass, and hills?”

      “I think Mia is right,” I agreed, seeing Melany begin to bounce on the balls of her feet with impatience.

      “Doesn’t matter right now. All that matters is how I’m going to slice it open and get Gina back.” Melany unsheathed the dagger she always carried on her belt while I eyed it curiously. I couldn’t help myself. I knew it was something she picked up in the underworld, and I always wondered if it had been a gift from Hades.

      My jaw tensed but I pushed that jealous thought away. I was jealous, yet this was not the time or place to be petty.

      When she gestured toward the hole, I nodded. My hand reached for hers, feeling her pulse beat against my palm. “Be careful. Remember we’re here for you. We can pull you back.”

      “I know,” she whispered, squeezing my hand in return, and I felt my skin heat beneath her touch.

      Jasmine picked up a chunk of rock, holding it tightly until it glowed red. After cutting a piece of rope, she tied it around the rock, fashioning a necklace that emitted a soft red luminescence. Solemnly, she draped it over Melany’s head.

      “It should give you some light without burning you.”

      “Thank you.” Melany nodded briskly to Jasmine, and faced me again.

      Making a cradle out of my hands, I lowered them for her to place her foot, and lifted her into the hole; it was just wide enough that she could stand in it but the top of her head would most definitely brush against the rock. Without hesitation, Melany ran into the hole as fast as she could to save our friend.
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      MELANY

      

      It got dark rather quickly inside the wormhole, as I followed it deep into the rock of the mountain. The soft red glow from the stone Jasmine gave me only illuminated about a foot in front of me, but I was thankful for it. I considered igniting my hands with flames, but I was already juggling a dagger and my anger, I didn’t need something else to distract me.

      My gut churned with guilt while I jogged through the tunnel, making me sick. I should’ve dove into the hole immediately, no matter what Lucian said. Those precious few minutes might’ve been the difference between finding Georgina dead or alive. The mere thought made me wince.

      Although Mia said the creatures didn’t eat meat, I couldn’t rely on that. I resented the time Lucian took from me to tie a rope around my waist. I knew I shouldn’t but I did, and there was no point in denying it while being here, alone and in the dark, with only my own thoughts to keep me company. I was feeling resentful around him a lot lately.

      I didn’t know how far ahead of me the worm was, but thankfully, I could still hear it squirming through the hole. Its slimy sides made a sticky sound as it moved. I could also feel the vibrations of it along the jagged walls of the tunnel while it burrowed ever deeper into the earth. It was unsettling to know I could run into it at any moment, and it was difficult to keep my quick pace with my muscles tense, awaiting the shock and surprise.

      At least it still afforded me an opportunity to save Georgina. I’d go through any horror to have that chance.

      Increasing my pace, the jagged stone above me scraped against my head. I was sure to have a few cuts and bumps along the way. The slight sting I felt radiating over my skull and down my neck was nothing compared to the horror Georgina must’ve been experiencing in the belly of the beast. I wanted to scream to her to hold on, tell her I was coming for her.

      Hopefully she trusted me enough that she already knew.

      Desperate, I kept pushing myself to go faster, until I spotted something ahead—just at the very edge of the faint crimson glow from my rock. It was the worm. It roared when it sensed my presence, and the vibration from its outrage caused bits of rock to crumble from the roof. Pieces of stone peppered my face, dust getting into my eyes, but I didn’t slow down.

      No matter how fast I moved, the creature moved faster. It felt like, rather than me getting closer to it, the beast was slithering further and further away. Determined to slow the creature down, I stopped for a moment to form a ball of fire in my hand. Sucking in a deep breath, I let it fly toward it. It was impossible for me to miss in this tunnel. There was nowhere to go to dodge it. I was rewarded with a shriek as the flames splattered over its head.

      Then I heard a sound that nearly made me weep…

      “Help me!”

      It was Georgina. She was still alive inside the gullet of the worm. Thank the Gods.

      “Gina! I’m coming. Don’t give up!!”

      “Mel! Oh, my Gods, Mel!” Her voice was more frantic than I’d ever heard it, which was saying something, considering all of the quests that I’d dragged her on in the past.

      I would save her. As far as I was concerned, there was no other option. Still, tears erupted from my eyes as I continued to run, fighting my way through the earth. “Fight it from the inside, Gina!”

      Her response never reached me. The tunnel suddenly began to tremble, and the walls around me crumbled, forcing me down to my knees and burying me in the rubble.

      Dirt and rock pelted me in the head and face. I gasped, then coughed as I inhaled a cloud of dust. Soon, my arms and legs were pinned to the floor below me and I couldn’t move. Careful not to become completely suffocated, I stopped struggling against the barrage of rocks, and took a deep breath. I feared it might be the last of my oxygen, so I concentrated on the earth and stones around me. I still had earth powers, the ones that Georgina gifted me during the battle against Zeus, so I called on them to help me out of this situation before the debris stole my breath.

      Focusing on the debris surrounding me, I asked it to move away, willing my energy, my powers, to move from my body to the stone. It was slow at first, excruciatingly so, and I thought maybe it wouldn’t obey me, but then the gravel around me started to vibrate. I focused harder and little pieces of rock rolled back into the walls.

      After a few seconds I sucked in a huge breath, able to breathe a bit easier and shuffle my arms and legs. They weren’t so constricted anymore. Suddenly, I felt the tug of the rope on my waist. I must’ve moved enough of the earth for the others to be able to yank me out of the hole.

      “No!” I shouted, trying to dig my elbows and knees into the gravel, to stay where I was.

      I didn’t want to be pulled out again. I wanted to go further in, because that was where Georgina was. Still, I could feel the tension in the cord around my body increasing. At first, the tugging was hesitant, but soon I was yanked backward hard and fast, until I popped out of the hole and nearly fell onto the ground.

      Lucian was there, hands under my arms, holding me secure.

      “Are you okay?” He brushed off the dust and bits of stone from my face and hair. “I didn’t think we were going to be able to get you out of there.”

      “I saw the worm. I heard Gina. She’s still alive.”

      “You heard her from within the worm? Gods!” Jasmine swallowed, her face turning ashen.

      Mia nodded. That matched what she knew about the creatures. “Seems logical, if they aren’t carnivores. Maybe they’re taking her to their lair.”

      That did not sound good.

      “For what purpose?” Lucian asked. “It makes no sense.”

      “Any mention of where this lair is?” I hissed when Lucian inspected the cuts on my hands. “They’re fine.” I pulled away. We were wasting valuable time here with superficial things.

      I glanced at Ren. He hadn’t moved from his spot on the ground. He definitely didn’t look well, and it surprised me. He was usually so robust. The gash on his knee must’ve been more serious than I assumed if it was still keeping him down, even after Cassandra’s first aid.

      Mia shook her head, hesitant. “I don’t remember if she said.”

      “Okay, well, we need to get the hell out of here and back to the academy. The more time we waste, the less time Gina has.” Before I headed for the exit tunnel, I crouched next to Ren and saw that his leg had been splinted while I’d been gone.

      “His shin is broken,” Lucian explained. “He really twisted it when he fell.”

      “What did you use?” I looked around, and my gaze landed on a bunch of broken wood that had been the spinning wheel. My heart sunk into my stomach even as the blood drained from my face. I felt nauseous.

      “It was the only thing we could use.” Lucian’s hand settled on my shoulder.

      I looked up at him and nodded.

      

      The look he gave me made me think that he possibly knew what I had hidden in my pocket, and that he knew the agony I was feeling at seeing he had destroyed the one instrument that might be able to return the thing I desired the most. Hades.
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      MELANY

      Without any further discussion, we got back into the tunnel and left the cave. Once out, we took to the sky. Ren couldn’t fly as high as the rest of us because of the extra weight of the wood on his leg, but he still kept up, though I could see that it cost him.

      In formation, we flew back to the portal so we could return to the academy. The second I got back, I was going to track down Artemis and find out where the white worms’ lair was. She had to know. Georgina may still be alive, but I didn’t know for how long. If someone forced those worms to come, then it was to stop us from getting Zeus’s thread, and Georgina—who had the thread—was stuck inside a giant beast. I couldn’t imagine the horror she was going through in there.

      For what seemed like hours, we flew, stopping once to drink from the canteens. I suspected most of us would have pressed on without the break, but it was easy to see that Ren needed it. I was sure that we should’ve reached the portal by now, but everything looked the same.

      Desolate desert for miles in every direction. Endless rolling dunes of white sand.

      If it hadn’t been for the one lone shrub that I knew we passed going to the cave, I would’ve considered that we’d been traveling in the wrong direction.

      After another excruciatingly long hour, I pointed to the ground, suggesting for everyone to land.

      “I’m pretty sure the portal is gone.” Dragging my sweaty hair from my brow, I waved a hand toward the nothingness before us.

      Lucian’s gaze surveyed the land around us, then turned in the direction we had come. “Yeah, I didn’t think we were that far from the cave. A few hours, but it feels like we’ve been going for a lot longer than that.”

      “What are we going to do?” Jasmine asked.

      Frustration grated my nerve endings. We didn’t have time to get stuck here indefinitely. We needed to get back to Gina. I felt like screaming, and almost did before Lucian stepped forward.

      “I say we go back to the mountain the cave was in. Maybe there’s something else there.”

      Relieved at a viable option, I nodded. “That’s better than flying around out here.”

      “What if we don’t find another way home?” Reaching for Jasmine’s hand, Mia held it tightly, showing us the fear and uncertainty growing inside her.

      I didn’t blame her, but I wasn’t giving up yet. I’d escaped from Oblivion; I would find a way out of this barren place.

      “We will,” Lucian assured.

      The hours seemed endless as we flew back to the mountain.

      We kept an eye on Ren, not sure that he would be able to make it with his injury. Thankfully, he did. Instead of going into the cave, I did a quick recon along the area and found an oasis on the opposite side.

      There was a vibrant green glade next to a sapphire blue pool filled by a stunning waterfall. There were flowers in bright red, pink and purple, and lots of plants growing along the rocky shore. It was a shock to find something like this in the middle of absolute desolation, but very much needed.

      Returning to the others, I told them about the refuge I’d spotted. There were a lot of sighs of relief to go around. Our group was strong, but after battling the worms and so many hours of flying, even we needed to rest. We took to the air and flew to the other side of the mountain, giving it one final push before we swooped down to land on the lush green meadow.

      Lucian helped Ren settle near the shore of the pool of water, up against an outcropping of moss-covered rocks. Jasmine and Mia immediately went to the water, to test it, and fill up the canteens. Meandering along the shore, Cassandra went to a copse of large trees, returning a few moments later with an armful of golden apples. She gave one to each of us. I gladly bit into it, finishing it in four bites and nearly eating the core. I was so famished. The others did the same.

      At least we wouldn’t starve to death in this place. Thank the Gods for small graces.

      With basic needs sated for the moment, I took to pacing near the pool, going over all our options. Trying to figure out how the hell to get back to the academy to find Georgina. I refused to believe she was beyond saving.

      “There have to be other portals out of here.” I gestured to the waterfall. “I wonder what’s behind the falls.”

      “Mel, let’s just take a breather for a minute. Think things through,” Lucian pleaded.

      “Gina doesn’t have time for us to have a breather.” Again, I found my irritation directed at Lucian. It might not be fair, but it was how I was feeling.

      With a heavy sigh, Lucian shook his head, pointing to Ren. “He needs attention. At least, let’s see if we can get his bleeding to stop.”

      Guilt rushed through me. Of course, Ren needed medical attention. A quick glance showed me that so much flying hadn’t helped him. I was thinking about him too as I pushed for us to find a portal. It would mean he could go to the infirmary and get healed by Chiron.

      Walking to Ren’s side, I crouched to check his injury. Cassandra had put a good dressing on his knee, but it was fully soaked. He’d lost a lot of blood. Carefully unwrapping the piece of cotton she’d secured, I immediately saw the seriousness of his wound.

      It still seeped blood, but the skin around the gash was red. When I touched it he winced, and I could feel the heat radiating from it. There was some infection in the wound, something that had been caused by the beast. He was radiating heat but shivering, his skin pale. Ren definitely had a fever, brought on by the contamination.

      If Gina was here, she’d know exactly what plant to look for to bring down his temperature, and to combat the infection. Despite the earth powers coursing through my veins, my knowledge about medicinal herbs was limited. I was hesitant to even try, for fear that I would give him something that would make him worse rather than better.

      Jasmine handed me one of the canteens, and I poured the fresh cool water over his knee. He hissed as I wiped away the blood from the wound.

      “You need stitches.”

      He nodded. “Anyone got a needle and thread on them?” Sarcasm dripped from his voice, knowing full well none of us did.

      “I could cauterize it.” The idea came to me out of nowhere, but I knew it was a good one. He gaped at me in horror, though he quickly seemed to understand. “It would stop the bleeding and maybe burn away any infection.” I squeezed his shoulder. “Not going to lie though, it’ll hurt like a mofo.”

      Licking his lips, he swallowed. “Do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Hell no, but there isn’t any other option. Especially since we don’t know if we’re going to get back or not.”

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Where’s Dionysus’s strong brew when we need it?”

      Ren chuckled. “If only.”

      I poured more water on his knee, wiping it to clear away any dirt—it needed to be as clean as possible. Once I handed the canteen back to Jasmine, she gave me a curt nod in support.

      Sitting back on my haunches, I took another settling breath, then squeezed my hands tightly until flames ignited over them. I focused on the fire to make sure it wasn’t huge. The point wasn’t to burn down a house, I just needed enough heat to sear Ren’s skin together and purify the cut. I didn’t want to damage any healthy skin or cells.

      Once Lucian handed Ren a stick to bite down on, he sat beside him and held onto his shoulders. It was as much for support as it was to hold him so he didn’t try to bolt. Logically, Ren knew that this had to be done, but when the fire started to lick along his skin, instinct would kick in, never mind adrenaline, and he would try to get away from the pain.

      “You ready?”

      With a grimace, he nodded.

      Calming myself and focusing on his healing, I swiftly set my fiery hands onto his knee, then pulled away.

      If it wasn’t for the stick in his mouth, I suspected Ren would’ve screamed. As it was, a garbled cry escaped from around the chunk of wood.

      As I’d known would happen, he jerked away from the pain. His other leg kicked out in reflex, nearly booting me in the hip, but Lucian held onto him so he couldn’t move much more. I focused on my fire, trusting Lucian to hold him in place.

      Closing my eyes, I pushed the heat into his flesh once more, and swiftly removed my palms, then repeated the process one last time. In those few two-seconds touches, I felt his skin knitting back together. Along with the fire, I pushed into him all the healing I could, thinking of Georgina when I did, and got a small surge of extra energy.

      Finally removing my hands, I pulled my fire back into myself and leaned away. I could sense his fever breaking while clean drops dotted Ren’s forehead. Sweat soaked his shirt.

      The infection in his flesh subsided, the dry heat slowly abating.

      His eyes had squeezed shut during the process, but he opened them again, irises filling with relief as well as exhaustion from the extreme pain.

      I’d given him momentary hell, but I’d also taken some of his agony away. I was thankful for that.

      Feeling drained, I fell back onto my butt. Healing him had tired me out, though it was worth it. Both Jasmine and Mia helped me to my feet, their touch was soft and cool while they led me over to the pool’s shore. Jasmine pushed me down into a soft bed of green grass, and handed me a canteen. Coming over to our side, Cassandra gave me another apple, which I bit into immediately. Sticky sweet juice trickled down my chin.

      “When was the last time you slept?” she asked me.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably longer than it is smart.”

      “You can’t save Gina if you fall apart.”

      I couldn’t save her if I was asleep, either, but I kept that observation to myself.

      Jasmine nodded. “She’s right, Mel. You need to rest. So, do we all.”

      “And what about Gina?” My bright best friend, currently trapped inside of a monster.

      “She’s tough, and smart. She’ll find a way to stay safe until we can rescue her.” Jasmine put an arm around her girlfriend, and they sat down on the grass nearby. When Mia’s head rested on her shoulder, it looked like she might be crying. Jasmine rubbed a hand up and down her back to console her.

      Maybe I should have had some pity… but I found that I did not.

      The energy in the air changed when Lucian joined us, but Cassandra suddenly dropped her gaze, hugging her torso. “I’ll go check on Ren,” she murmured and walked away.

      Her misery was palpable.

      Lucian sat beside me. “What can I do?”

      “Help me look for a portal behind the waterfall?”

      “How about I do that, and you stay here and rest.”

      I shook my head instantly, trying to get up, but he pushed me down—none too gently may I add.

      “Mel, you don’t have to do everything yourself. I am perfectly capable. We all are, actually.”

      Obviously, I had hit a nerve. I nodded. “I know you are. I’m sorry.”

      Getting to his feet, he unfurled his wings and flew over to the waterfall. I watched as he swooped into the curtain of water, disappearing. There was a sudden flash of white light, and I suspected he was using his lightning powers to illuminate whatever was behind there.

      I ached to know, impatience tightening inside of me, but I lacked the energy to keep that urgency up. Once I ate the rest of my apple, I bit into a second piece of fruit, keeping watch, but I could feel my eyelids starting to droop. Now that I was sitting in a soft spot, with all this peaceful beauty around me, my body started to shut down. In my mind, I needed it to keep going, but I’d obviously pushed myself to the limit. My battered body was ignoring what my mind wanted and taking charge.

      By the time I’d finished eating and drinking from the canteen, Lucian emerged from the waterfall. He did a spiral in the air, his wings stretched—the movement not unlike a dog’s, shaking after a bath to dry off. He landed softly beside me on the grassy shore, and I could still see droplets of water glistening in his hair.

      “Anything?”

      He shook his head, frowning. “Not that I could see. It’s just a small grotto behind the falls. I dragged my hands along the stone, and there isn’t anything there but rock.”

      “Should we tell the others?” I was disappointed, but not giving up hope yet.

      Lucian looked over at Ren and Cassandra, then toward Jasmine and Mia. Everyone looked like I felt, as though we’d pushed ourselves too far. He shook his head, sending a few droplets of water flying. “Let’s give everyone a couple of hours to rest.” His gaze came back to me. “You too, Mel. You sleep. I’ll stay awake.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, even as I leaned back onto the grass. I didn’t want to sleep, but even I had to admit that I needed it. We all did.

      His fingers swept a stray hair from my cheek, his touch leaving warmth in its wake. “I’m sure.”

      Blinking up sleepily at him, I slowly shut my eyes. The last thought I had before I fell asleep was that I should tell him that I had Hades’s thread in my pocket. He deserved to know that I was thinking about how to rethread it, and bring the God back to life. That I wasn’t deterred from that goal, even though we had to break the spinning wheel to splint Ren’s leg.

      

      I didn’t dream, not really. It just felt like I was floating in a vast sea of darkness, twinkling stars floating beside me. I was at peace, for the first time in years. Then the dark expanse started to undulate, until there were waves of ink all around me and I was swept up into them.

      “Mel!”

      The voice startled me, and I turned my head to find someone in the darkness.

      It was Lucian.

      “Mel, wake up!” His hand fell on my shoulder, shaking me.

      When I blinked my eyes open. Lucian and the others were standing around me, but there gazes weren’t fixed on me, they were gawking wide-eyed all around us.

      “What’s going on?” I rushed to my feet with Lucian’s help, soon feeling the ground beneath us shudder and move. My first thought was that there was an earthquake, but the way the stone was shifting seemed too controlled for that.

      “The mountain’s moving,” Jasmine muttered, her arm tightening around Mia.

      I swung around to look behind me. The craggy rock formation was indeed moving. A thunderous creak and groan echoed around us, until the stone seemed to unfold itself. A larger peak loomed above us, moving with purpose and design.

      The boulder slowly turned, and a pair of large brown eyes with moss, and tree branches for eyelashes blinked down at us.

      The mountain was alive.

      Heart pounding harshly against my ribcage, I stared up at the giantess. Her whole body and head was made up of stone and trees. Patches of grass and moss covered her here and there, the pattern strangely resembling some sort of toga. One arm was a solid gray mass, while the other ended with tree trunks for fingers. Those fingers were now pointed down at us accusatorily.

      “Who dares to disturb me?” Her voice was like thunder, rattling everything around us, even my bones. My teeth started to ache as if I’d been clenching my jaw for hours, the vibrations echoing deep inside of me.

      “Holy shit,” Jasmine cursed under her breath. Her eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them.

      “That’s an understatement.” I glanced at the others. “I’m going up to talk to her.” My black wings unfurled instantly, and I flapped them once to stretch out the feathers.

      Maybe this mountain giant knew something about the worm beasts, and how to help Georgina.

      “I’m coming with you.” Lucian’s wings were already unfurled, and he lifted into the air before I could respond. Obviously, he’d already anticipated what I was going to say, and wasn’t giving me that chance to say it. Namely, he wasn’t letting me tell him to stay where he was, and to let me handle it.

      Cautiously, we flew up to her face. I hoped she didn’t swat at us with her tree hand like we were bothersome flies. That would sting.

      “We’re sorry to have disturbed you. My name is Melany, and this is Lucian.” I gestured to him hovering beside me. “We are demigods in training, from the academy…”

      “I know who you are.” The force of her voice blew us back a little, her breath like a crisp wind. It took a bit more effort to remain in front of her.

      “May we know who you are?” Lucian asked politely. He’d aced diplomacy. It was one of the reasons he was a leader at the academy and why Prometheus relied on him so much.

      “I am Mnemosyne, the Goddess of Memory and Time.” She lifted her rocky chin with pride, as if daring us to say we didn’t know who she was.

      I gaped at her as it all made sense. Where else would the Cave of Memory be, but inside the Goddess of Memory herself? Nearly speechless, I shook the disbelief away. This was a meeting I’d never expected to experience in my life.

      “We are honored to meet you.” Lucian offered, inclining his head as if he was meeting royalty. I supposed in some ways, she was. There weren’t too many Gods who had been at the very start of the existence of all things. Thankfully, Lucian didn’t fumble. He must have been feeling as much shock as I was, but he covered it well.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “We are looking for The Fates.” I flew in a little closer to her face, but not too close. I didn’t want to seem aggressive, yet I needed to see her clearly. I wanted to be able to recognize if she was telling us the truth.

      “They are not here.” The Goddess’ eyes were vacant, as though she were looking at something only she could see. She probably was.

      “Yes, we realized that. Do you know where they’ve gone? It’s really important that we find them. The balance of the entire world depends on it.”

      “Like I said before, I know who you are, Melany Richmond. Daughter of darkness.” Her eyes finally focused, narrowing as she looked at me.

      I didn’t like the way she spoke my name, so I flew back. Lucian must’ve sensed something wrong also, because he hovered to my side, placing himself slightly in front of me, as if he could protect me from the giantess.

      We both knew that it was highly unlikely.

      What she offered, however, was the opposite of what I expected.

      “You released my Titan brothers and sisters from Tartarus.” Her voice was grave, imparting the seriousness of her words. “Because of this, I will grant you one wish. It can be anything. This question you ask about The Fates, is this your wish?”

      One wish. One question.

      Lucian and I looked at each other. Damn it! I needed to know where The Fates went, but I also needed to know who wanted to resurrect Zeus. There was also the matter of us being stuck here, and Georgina being inside a giant worm. I glanced down at the ground, my gaze sweeping over the others. Even from up there, I could see the confused and wary looks on their faces. My eyes settled on Ren. He definitely needed Chiron’s healer hands.

      We needed so many things. I had to choose wisely.

      My attention returned to Mnemosyne. “My wish is to transport all of us back to the academy.”

      “Mel…” Lucian sounded hesitant, but I shook my head sharply, cutting him off.

      “It’s the smartest choice. Together we can figure out all the other stuff.”

      Slowly, he nodded. I could tell he wasn’t convinced, but he knew better than to argue with me.

      “Very well,” the Goddess conceded. “Stand together and I will send you back.”

      Lucian and I dropped to the ground, next to Jasmine, Mia, Cassandra and Ren.

      Mnemosyne lowered her hands—one stone and one tree—until they were right over our heads. Within seconds, the air shimmered with energy all around us. As I glanced up at her, I saw that her rocky eyes glowed with power.

      “I would have told you where to find Hades…” Her voice confessed in my head.

      Before I could react, a portal opened beneath us and we fell through the yawning chasm.
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      MELANY

      Like a big sack of rocks, we landed unceremoniously in the middle of the eastern training field. I crashed on my back and its suddenness knocked the wind out of me, forcing me to gasp for breath. The last words that Mnemosyne had said to me, whispered in my mind so no one else could hear, had left me breathless. What had she meant by telling me where Hades was? Did that mean he was still alive somewhere? In a place I could actually get to?

      Hope was a terrible burden that I now carried, along with the secret I’d tucked into the pocket of my jeans.

      After a quick check to make sure Hades’s thread was still there, I didn’t sit on my butt and ponder it; there wasn’t any time. We had to get Ren to the infirmary so Chiron could heal him and nurse him back to full health. The healing I’d been able to do for him had only been temporary, and it had certainly lacked Georgina’s skill. His wound couldn’t go much longer without being properly treated.

      Together, we picked Ren up and flew him across the vast academy grounds to the west wing of the colossal stone estate. It was harder than it should have been, but we were all exhausted.

      Inside it, we—Lucian and I, mostly—carried Ren down the wide corridor and into the infirmary. Chiron was busy patching up one of the first years, who had cut himself with a sword by the looks of the gash on his arm. He looked up, eyes narrowing when we entered.

      We settled Ren on one of the cots while Chiron hurried over, the click of his hooves echoing off the infirmary walls. Intrigue entered his eyes as he took in the sight of our disheveled selves, and the pain still etched on Ren’s face.

      “He tore open his knee on some rocks,” I offered in way of explanation, resisting the urge to apologize.

      Chiron unwrapped the mess of cloth we’d tied onto Ren’s leg. The scrap that Cassandra had torn from her shirt was now crusty with dried blood and other disgusting things.

      “I can see that.” The centaur poked and prodded the wound and the skin around it, making Ren wince with each, not so gentle, touch. “Who cauterized this?”

      Prepared for his scrutiny, I lifted my chin. “I did.”

      He grunted and pinned me with a beady stare. “It’s not bad. At least you didn’t damage the healthy tissue around it.”

      As praises went, it wasn’t outstanding, but I wasn’t going to get anything better than that from the taciturn healer. He was getting as grumpy as Hephaistos over the years, and that was saying something. It probably didn’t help that we were in here often, having done something dangerous, and most likely reckless. Thankfully, he always fixed us up without much preamble. He was good like that.

      “What were you doing for this to happen?”

      I glanced at Lucian, then at the others, unsure of exactly what to tell him and what to keep to ourselves. “It’s a long story.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to tell someone about it, because you’ve been gone for over a week, and Prometheus isn’t happy.”

      A week? I never would have guessed that. Obviously, time was getting even more messed up than before. After having spent months in the underworld with Hades, I was used to the time variances in the different realms, but it was still a bit of a shock to hear exactly how long we’d been gone.

      Mia frowned, her gaze flitting from Jasmine to me, to Lucian, probably searching for reassurance. “We were gone a day at most.”

      I shook my head at her, willing her to hush.

      Chiron shook his head too as he applied a rank-smelling poultice to Ren’s injury, wrapping it up with a clean muslin cloth. Ren exhaled heavily with relief.

      “You’ve been gone for seven days,” the centaur confirmed. “You all missed your classes. The ones you were instructing had to be cancelled. Prometheus was upset, and so were the other professors who had to take on extra duties due to your absences.”

      I sighed. Clearly, we had some explaining to do. “Does Prometheus know we’re back?”

      “Yes, he does.” Came a commanding voice from the doorway.

      Turning, I found the seven-foot-tall leader of the academy ducking his head slightly to enter the room. He came over to where we clustered around Ren on the cot. His face was impassive, but I felt trepidation at what I knew was to come.

      “How is he?” he asked Chiron.

      “The wound is bad, and there is infection. Melany was able to cauterize it, which probably saved his life, but he’s not out of the woods yet.”

      Glancing down at my friend, I realized for the first time how serious his injury had truly been. Guilt swirled inside my guts at not thinking about him and his life while also trying to figure out how to find Gina. My bestie’s disappearance had seemed the more pressing of the two issues, and it was only then that I understood I might have pushed Ren too hard.

      Prometheus patted Ren’s shoulder, then turned his gaze, fierce when it wanted to be, on me and the others.

      “I have given you a lot of leeway over the past few months, because of what you all suffered through, and because of the great debt I and the other Titans owe you. Yet, you have continually neglected your duties here at the academy, and that, I will no longer tolerate.”

      Lucian opened his mouth to speak, to defend me I imagined, but Prometheus cut him off instantly.

      “You are reckless and careless, Melany, and I won’t have you endanger anyone else.”

      My mouth open as well, to reply, then closed again. He was right, and I couldn’t argue his point.

      “Mel didn’t make us go with her,” Jasmine interjected, her arm still around Mia. “We chose to leave the academy with her.”

      “And why did you leave?” Prometheus demanded, and there was no question that we would answer him.

      Jasmine glanced at me for guidance, and I knew I had a decision to make. Whether or not to trust this Titan. I’d trusted the Gods before and had been betrayed, but at this point, I didn’t see any other option. We still needed information from Artemis so we could find Georgina. I couldn’t let my pride get in the way of that…

      If I did, I would be risking my best friend’s life.

      “We went to The Cave of Memory in search of The Fates,” I explained, lifting my chin defiantly.

      That surprised him, and his brow deeply furrowed. “The Cave of Memory? Why would you go there?”

      “Because something is going on with death and time, and fate. I also think someone is trying to resurrect Zeus.”

      “For what purpose?”

      That didn’t sound like a shocked denial to me. Interesting. Did he suspect it as well?

      “To put him back in power, I suspect. To kill me. To undo everything we fought for.”

      He scoffed, shrugging one shoulder. “You have an over inflated opinion of yourself and your worth, Melany, if you think someone would go through all that just to kill you. There are other things in this world to worry about.”

      Did I? Maybe that was true. It wouldn’t be the first time someone accused me of only thinking about myself. But was everything I’d done, everything I’d dragged my friends into, the result of only thinking about myself? I didn’t think so.

      “Well, maybe it isn’t about me. That still doesn’t change the fact that someone is messing around with time and death. And someone, also doesn’t want us to find out who, because when we were in the cave, two giant white worms burrowed through stone to get to us. One of them swallowed Gina just as she found Zeus’s severed thread.” Grief made the words taste sour in my mouth.

      Prometheus’s eyes widened at that. “White worms, you say? That is peculiar. They don’t often stray from their lair.”

      “You know what they are?” Mia raised her head from Jasmine’s shoulder to pipe up, but I interrupted her.

      “That’s why I need to talk to Artemis right away, she’ll know where their lair is, and then we can go there to find Gina—”

      “You will do no such thing. I will speak with Artemis and we will figure out what to do. You lot are to remain here to perform your duties to the school, and to the recruits.” His voice was firm, leaving no room for argument.

      “But sir,” I began to protest. “I need—"

      “You are to stay in the academy, Melany. If you go against this order, you will face the consequences of that action. Do you wish to put your friends in harms’ way again?” He nodded to Chiron, who was still tending to our friend. “Keep me updated on Ren’s condition.” With those last words, he swept out of the room, moving with more grace than I thought a giant of a man could.

      In his wake, he left determination, and I gathered it close.

      I looked at the others. “Like hell I’m staying put.” With resolute movements, I started for the exit. “I’m going to go find Artemis. She’s most likely out at the archery field and stables.”

      Lucian caught up with me before I could leave. “Mel…”

      My brows furrowed as I whirled on him. “You can’t possibly agree with him?”

      “Maybe he’s right. Let them take care of it. They’re Gods, they can find Gina a lot faster than we can.” His face was unreadable and irritation flared as I looked at him.

      “If it was you lost somewhere, Gina wouldn’t hesitate despite the ramifications.”

      “That’s not fair, Mel.” Lucian looked like I had punched him in the gut, and truth be told, I was tempted.

      “Hey, life’s not fair, Lucian. Haven’t you realized that by now?” I kept walking, anger swelling inside me again. Anger at being told what to do, anger at some God not believing me, yet again, when I told them about some danger coming our way. I couldn’t believe that Lucian of all people, was trying to stop me from rescuing my best friend from mortal danger.

      Well, he didn’t get to decide what I did or did not do.

      He continued to follow me as I marched down the corridor. “We can’t just act before thinking. Look at what happened to Ren. He could’ve died.”

      That was a low blow, but I absorbed it and continued.

      “I am thinking. I’m thinking that Gina will die before anyone does anything about it.” I stopped walking and turned to face him. “Do you think I’m reckless and careless, like Prometheus says?” My question was almost a dare.

      He swallowed before answering but kept my gaze. “I don’t think you’re careless, Mel. I know you care a lot about everyone you’re trying to save. But you are reckless. You dive in before thinking it through. It’s how you ended up in oblivion, by going off with Tisiphone that night without telling anyone, without telling me. It would’ve taken you five minutes to fly to my room and let me know where you were going and why.”

      Pausing, he shook his head.

      “And I imagine Nyx told you to leave but you didn’t listen, so she sent you there. And after finding the Cave of Memory, you just bulldozed your way there without a thought of how to get home. If we hadn’t literally stumbled onto Mnemosyne, we’d still be wasting away there. Ren might be dead, and Gina would still be lost to us.”

      “I may bulldoze my way into things, but you seem to follow along just fine.” My tone reverberated with anger, but his words hurt.

      He nodded. “I know, and that’s my undoing. That is all our undoing. You are a force, Mel. It’s impossible not to be drawn into your… adventures. We all know it.”

      My gut tightened as I searched his face. “You blame me for Gina.”

      Sighing, he rubbed his face. “I don’t blame you.”

      But he did. I could see it in his eyes. He blamed me. I remembered that look from the battle, after he learned Revana had fallen into the chasm. How could he not blame me, when I blamed myself?

      “Well, this is me telling you that I’m going to find Artemis, get her to tell me where the lair is, and I’m going to go there to get Gina. You don’t need to follow me. I’ll be fine on my own.” I would have to be.

      Without another word, I walked away.

      “Mel!” I could hear the pleading in his voice, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I was doing what was best for me, and for him. He probably just didn’t know it yet.

      I’d been walking away from him for months. It was time for Lucian to let me go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      LUCIAN

      I watched her walk away, angry that she was going to do whatever she wanted no matter what I said to her, even if it was the most reasonable recourse. In a way, it was what I liked about her, what had drawn me to her—her rebelliousness, her stubbornness—but it was also what was driving us apart.

      She was chaos, impetuousness, and darkness, and I was starting to accept that I was the opposite of all those things. Although opposites did indeed attract—it was physics—that didn’t mean those two things could or should remain together forever.

      When I returned to the infirmary, Jasmine, Mia, and Cassandra were waiting there for me.

      “She’s off to break the rules again, isn’t she?” Jasmine asked me, sighing heavily.

      “Yeah.” I scrubbed my face with both hands in frustration. “I tried to talk her out of it, asking her to let Prometheus do what he said he was going to do, but she wouldn’t listen. She’s the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Jasmine shook her head. She didn’t look happy.

      “What are we going to do?” Cassandra asked, which surprised me as she’d been fairly quiet during all of this. I couldn’t even imagine why she’d stuck with us the entire time.

      I eyed her. “You know you don’t have to get involved with this anymore. I feel like you were forced into all of it.”

      She rubbed at her temple. “I am involved. My visions make me culpable. I don’t have much of a choice.”

      None of us felt like we had a choice. Maybe we really didn’t. After all, how could we let Mel go off on her own?

      “If we follow Mel again, we will probably all be expelled from the academy. Expulsion means that our memories are wiped and we’re left to fend for ourselves,” I explained. I wasn’t sure if she truly knew what it meant to be part of the group—to follow Melany into the fray once again.

      Mia glanced at Jasmine and she licked her lips. It looked like she was having second thoughts. I didn’t blame her.

      Jasmine grabbed her hand. “I understand if you don’t want to come, but I have to go. It’s Gina. Like Mel, I can’t abandon her.”

      “I know.” Mia swallowed when her voice wavered. “But where you go, I go.”

      Leaning in, Jasmine pressed her lips to her girlfriend’s mouth once, and then again. Their kiss was sweet and loving, and it made my heart ache.

      Somewhere along the line Melany and I had lost that connection. I remembered how her eyes would light up when I was around. I hadn’t seen that spark in a long time. Only when she talked about Hades… or if someone mentioned him. Even in death, he had her attention. More than I had ever had.

      The loud clicking of Chiron’s hooves on the tile floor signaled his approach. He handed Ren a cup of something hot and steaming that smelled Gods awful. Grimacing the whole time, Ren drank it all.

      Throwing a side-glance at the healer, I assessed him, knowing full well he’d overheard everything.

      “Don’t look at me. I’m not going to give you a lecture about what’s right or wrong. You wouldn’t listen to me anyway.” The healer offered us a rare half-smile.

      “Are you going to give us away?” I asked.

      He made a face. “I can’t believe you’d ask me that after everything. You know I’m always on your side.”

      Once I nodded my thanks to the centaur, he left to take care of his other patient.

      “Okay, so we all agree to go after Mel?” My gaze connected with each of my friends’ seeing them nod all around me.

      I glanced down at Ren, lying pale and in pain on the cot. As his eyes opened, he nodded as well, but I reached for his shoulder, squeezing it. “You’ll have to sit this one out, bud.”

      “Find Gina,” he murmured. “Bring her home. That’ll be enough for me.”

      “We will.”
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      MELANY

      

      Marching through the academy to the outer doors, I avoided every professor and guard along the way. I’d had to slide into the shadows to escape running into Athena, and also, so I didn’t bump into Heracles—although he looked like he had other things on his mind and might not have noticed me anyway.

      He was muttering something about silly first years.

      Once outside, I took to the air, flying over to the training field on the edge of the grounds. It sat near the stables and woods that housed the obstacle course Artemis made us go through during our first year.

      In the air, I felt better. I always did when I was flying. The blast of cool air shook off the frustration and anger I’d been holding onto since arguing with Lucian.

      The field near the archery targets was empty; there was obviously no class today, or it had just ended. Either way, it was good for me. It meant I didn’t have to hide. I landed near the open stable doors, maybe Artemis was tending to the beasts housed and fed in the individual stalls. Before I entered though, I heard voices from the inside. Artemis was talking to her brother, Apollo—I could recognize his baritone anywhere now—and by the pitch of their voices, they were in the midst of an argument.

      Shadows swirled around me like a cloak of night, responding to my silent call, and I slipped into the barn unnoticed.

      “I can’t believe you’re getting involved with this,” Artemis accused. “We’ve never taken sides before. Not even during the great Titan war.”

      “It’s not right what happened. It’s thrown everything out of balance. Surely, you see that.”

      “Zeus is gone, Hades is gone. Sounds about balanced to me. I was getting tired of their infighting.”

      I crept in closer, careful to muffle my footsteps, and saw Artemis brushing down one of the fire-breathing horses. Apollo stood next to her, his whole body stiff and uptight, which was his usual demeanor.

      “We are Gods, Sister. And we share power with some unruly mortals who don’t deserve—”

      “They are demigods now.”

      Apollo spat onto the barn floor. “They are inferior.”

      “I never thought you to be an elitist, Brother.” She gave him a leveling look. One I wouldn’t have cared to be on the other end of, if I were him. “That is how the great war happened; Zeus wanted to have all the power, and not share it.”

      “I wanted to give you a chance to join us.”

      “Join with her, you mean?”

      “Yes.”

      Artemis shook her head. “I will not join you, but I will not stand in your way either. You are my brother, and despite of all your failings—especially in this—I still love you.”

      Who was her? Was it Hera?

      Why must there always be a plot afoot?

      Apollo tipped his head, then stormed out of the barn. Thankfully, he did it through the opposite doors, and didn’t need to pass by me. When he was gone, Artemis put away the brush on the wall of the giant horse’s stall.

      “You can come out now, Melany. I can hear you breathing.” Her voice was cool and neutral.

      Damn it. I should have known that I couldn’t hide from a Goddess. I swallowed, afraid she was going to do something, but I stepped out of my cloak of shadows, and approached her regardless—my chin lifted. She was a fierce fighter, skilled in bow, dagger, and sword alike, but so was I.

      “Who is Apollo joining? Is it Hera?” I asked, my words defiant after deciding to just come out swinging. “Is she trying to resurrect Zeus to kill me?”

      Artemis’ expression gave nothing away as she regarded me. “I’m not sure what you think you heard, but you really do have an overactive imagination.” Walking out of the stall, she locked it up behind her. “Prometheus told me you’d probably come here, doing the one thing he told you not to do.”

      Of course he had. I decided to let the conversation I overheard go for now. Georgina needed me, and I wasn’t going to argue with someone who I knew wouldn’t tell me shit.

      “I want to know where the white worms’ lair is. I need to rescue Gina. She’s in danger.”

      The Goddess nodded. She wasn’t surprised. “Prometheus has already informed me of the situation.”

      “Okay, great. Then, let’s go.” My large wings unfurled, flapping behind me. The motion disturbed the big fire horse, and he stamped his huge hooves onto the ground, snorting through his nostrils. Curls of black smoke floated away.

      Artemis led me out of the barn. “Georgina won’t be in any danger. White worms don’t eat people.”

      “She is in danger. Someone commanded the worms to attack us and take her.” I spoke insistently. “One of them swallowed her whole.”

      This did seem to surprise Artemis, but she blinked the reaction away. “I will tell you what I told Prometheus. I will go to their lair and check on the situation. If Georgina is there, and in any type of danger, I will rescue her and bring her back to the academy.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “There’s no need, Melany. I am perfectly capable of handling this, and you have responsibilities here.” Artemis seemed completely unruffled.

      “Fuck my responsibilities! Gina’s in trouble and I need to find her. I don’t know why no one is helping me, why you don’t see this as an emergency.” I frowned at her, an idea dawning. “Unless you know something I don’t?”

      Her eyes narrowed and she took a step toward me. “You need to calm down.”

      There was little in the world that I hated as much as someone telling me that.

      “Calm down? Why would I calm down when my best friend could be dead? Killed by some big, fucking worm that someone sent to stop me from finding the Fates.” Tiny flames ignited on the tips of my fingers. I could feel the rest of my powers swirling around in my gut, ready and willing to be unleashed, though I still had enough self-control to understand that unleashing them on Artemis would be a very bad idea.

      “Your paranoia isn’t helping anyone, Melany.”

      “I’m not paranoid.”

      Was Artemis gaslighting me? Was that what was going on? Because something didn’t make sense here. They were trying to convince me that there wasn’t someone trying to resurrect Zeus, that someone wasn’t out to get me?

      “You’re acting irrationally. Maybe you should take some time to think in your room at the academy. Get something to eat and get some sleep. You look exhausted.”

      “Like hell.” I unfurled my wings and was about to lift into the air, when Artemis grabbed me by one wing and tugged me backward. It wasn’t a gentle tug; a few of my feathers fell in her hand when I pulled away from her.

      I was startled. Stupidly, I’d thought that Artemis would be on my side—our side. That she would help. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. She was a Goddess, after all.

      “Melany, don’t make this difficult. All anyone wants to do is to make sure you’re thinking straight, and that you’re not a danger to yourself or others.”

      Shit. I was the one in danger here. They were trying to stop me from finding out who wanted to resurrect Zeus, and why they were playing around with time and death.

      “Why are you doing this to me, Artemis? I’ve never thought of you as an enemy.”

      Her face softened as she took another step closer to me, her one hand reaching for me. “No one is doing anything to you, Melany.”

      Her words were meant to be calming, but all I could focus on was her other hand that fluttered at her side, closest to the dagger strapped onto her belt. I had a sense that she wouldn’t hesitate to use it on me if I forced her.

      Glancing around, I considered my options, my every sense heightened. I could dissolve into the shadows, but she was standing too close. Artemis was within grabbing distance for sure. I could move fast, but maybe not fast enough. She was a Goddess of battle and knew how to subdue an enemy quickly.

      Before I could make a decision, three other people swooped down from the sky. Two of them were academy guards, outfitted in armor and carrying swords. I’d dealt with them before, on more than one occasion.

      The other was Hera.

      I was most definitely in trouble.

      “Hello, Melany.” Her voice was sickly sweet, reminding me so much of Aphrodite, though I didn’t think she’d appreciate the comparison.

      Instead of looking at her, I gauged my chances of getting out of there. I was up against two Goddess, but I wasn’t without resources. My eager fingers wriggled at my sides, preparing to create some lightning so I could blast the two guards. Yet, after that, I wasn’t sure I’d be quick enough to portal through the darkness before either Hera or Artemis were on me.

      Artemis would likely use her blade, and I knew she was quick. I’d seen her in battle. She had the power to turn people into animals or plants. Although, I hadn’t seen her use her powers, I’d heard about what she could do, and had done in the past. There were a few plants around the grounds that were rumored to be past lovers of Zeus’s.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed it or not, but I didn’t really want to take the chance to find out. I had no intention of being turned into a tree.

      “What do you want?” I finally asked her.

      “To bring you back to the academy. Everyone’s worried about you.” She smiled, the curve of her lips saccharine sweet.

      I laughed without humor. Others might have fallen prey to her charms, but I knew better. “Oh, I doubt that.”

      “You’re acting irrationally,” she added with that pasted on smile of hers. “I mean, you used my portal, in my hall, without my permission. You have to realize that your actions have consequences.”

      “And what about your actions?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I know you sent the white worms to the cave to stop us.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Melany. You’re making no sense whatsoever.”

      Aside from hearing her words, I also caught the conniving glint in her eye. It told me everything I needed to know.

      I didn’t have the time or resources to be afraid. I rubbed my hand against my pocket, thinking about Hades to give me strength and courage to do what I needed to do. The golden thread in my pocket seemed to tingle with energy, giving me a burst of strength.

      Before I could overthink it, my hand shot out, sending a bolt of lightning that hit one of the guards in the chest and knocked him to the ground. His chest armor instantly scorched. With my other hand I pulled the shadows to me, wrapping them around myself like a cloak.

      I wasn’t quick enough.

      Before I could suck in my next breath, Artemis had an arm around me, and her dagger pressed to my throat right underneath my chin.

      Hera patted my arm with a patronizing lift to her lips. “Don’t fight. It’s pointless. Just come with us back to the academy, and everything will be right as rain. I promise.”

      Right as rain for them, maybe. Not for me.

      “Wait until Prometheus hears about this,” I sneered with as much bravado I could muster. An image of the giant, seven-foot God flashed through my mind’s eye.

      Hera clucked her tongue, and a frothy laugh spilled from her lips. “Silly girl, who do you think sent me?”
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      LUCIAN

      As we burst out of the main academy doors, I stopped midstride, my heart thudding hard against my ribs, and pulled the others to the side behind a clumping of blooming lilac bushes.

      “What’s wrong?” Jasmine asked.

      Silent, I gestured toward the cobblestone pathway leading up to the academy, where a group of people walked with an easy stride. In the lead, wearing her royal blue robe, was Hera. A guard in full golden regalia walked behind her, and following that guard marched Melany—her hands fisted at her sides, lips pressed together in a tight line.

      To a stranger, her expression might not have revealed much, but I knew her. She was pissed. Right on Melany’s heels was Artemis, dressed in battle gear, and it looked like she had her dagger in her hand, ready to use it at any moment. At the rear was another guard, the only difference was that his armor wasn’t shiny and gold. It was scorched as if someone had thrown fire or lightning at him.

      My money was on Melany being that someone.

      I felt a swell of pride. Good for her.

      What was going on? Why did they have her under guard? What did she do? As far as I knew, she’d only gone to talk to Artemis about finding the lair of the white worms. Obviously, something else must’ve happened.

      I thought of Ren, injured from the adventure in the Cave of Memory. Of Georgina, in the belly of one of the worms. I might not have agreed with Melany’s stubbornness or insistence on doing things herself, but I did agree that we didn’t have time for this right now. Not if we wanted to get Georgina back, preferably alive.

      “It looks like they’re arresting her, or something,” Mia murmured from beside me.

      “I know. I don’t like it. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “Do you think Hera is trying to stop Mel from rescuing Gina?” Jasmine asked.

      “She’s trying to stop her from something that’s for sure.” My fingers itched at my side, ready to create some lightning.

      “What are we going to do?” I could see that Jasmine was also itching to act. Tiny flames had already started to form on the tips of her fingers.

      “We’re going to create a distraction and get Mel the hell out of there, before they can lock her up in a cell and we won’t have any way of getting to her.” I turned to Jasmine. “I’m going to create a lightning storm. A big crazy dangerous storm. I’m not sure how long I can control it, but once it’s up, I need you and Mia to swoop in and grab Mel.”

      I just hoped it would work.

      “I can help you,” Cassandra piped up from behind us.

      My gaze swung to her, surprised. Not that I didn’t appreciate the help. “Do you have lightning skill?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I have some control over light. I discovered it during Demeter’s earth powers class. She said not many people have that power.”

      I wasn’t sure how light could help us, but maybe she could generate enough of it to blind Hera and the others. It certainly couldn’t hurt.

      “Okay, that could be useful. Cassandra and I will come around to the front of the academy, while you two fly up toward the back. When the storm happens, that’s your cue to fly in and get Mel. We will only have one chance to do this.”

      “Once we have her, what do you want us to do?”

      “Get the hell out of here.”

      Jasmine’s brow furrowed, looking from me to Cassandra. “What about you?”

      “Don’t worry about us. We’ll be gone before they even know what hit them.”

      Although I said the words, I wasn’t sure I believed them. So many things could go wrong, but we had to do something. I couldn’t let Melany be imprisoned for whatever reason trumped up by them. She needed to find the white worms and get Georgina.

      After a brief nod to them, Jasmine and Mia dashed away from the cobblestone path, keeping low to the ground so as not to be seen, and disappeared behind some trees. I looked at Cassandra. “Are you ready for this?”

      “No, but let’s do it anyway.”

      “I’m going to form some lightning in the sky. Can you brighten it?”

      She nodded, determined. “I think so. I will try.”

      Looking up at the blue sky, I concentrated on pulling together all the ions in the air. It didn’t take long for sparks to ignite along the clouds and draw attention. Hera’s head came up, and I saw her face pinch with concern. Not enough to stop the march to the academy though. Not enough for her to go into defensive mode either.

      She was a Goddess, after all. As far as she was concerned, what could we possibly do to her?

      Relentless, I kept gathering the ions faster and faster, until the first bolt of lightning flashed across the sky, producing a loud crack of thunder in its wake. The sound was enough to shake the bushes where Cassandra and I were hiding. The smell of ozone grew, thick and heavy in the air.

      That got Hera and Artemis’s attention. Hera waved her hand in the air and the procession stopped, her keen eyes scanning her surroundings. Artemis shouted something to the guards, and they moved to box Melany between them.

      Another bolt cracked across the air, then another, until it was a cacophony of thunder and bright blinding flashes of light. Unfortunately, it still wasn’t enough to draw their attention away from Melany. We needed something else, something bigger.

      Glancing back at Cassandra, I wondered how she could help. She was crouched on the ground, with her eyes clamped shut, and her hands curled into fists. I was about to reach out and touch her to get her attention, when her skin started to glow with a yellow hue. Like a light bulb had been switched on inside her body. I watched as it grew brighter and brighter until I had to shield my eyes.

      Suddenly, a bright globe appeared in the sky, it was as bright as the sun, growing to the size of a massive boulder. It was actually quite frightening to witness. If I didn’t know what I was looking at, I would’ve thought someone had detonated a nuclear bomb.

      The rays pierced the sky, harsh and unrelenting, black spots forming in my vision from looking at it too long. She’d conjured up a temporary sun, it seemed, but I didn’t have time to marvel at it.

      Hera and the others brought their hands up to shield their eyes from the glare. Yet, the light was so intense it seemed to press down on them somehow. The two guards beside Melany turned their heads, and one even put up his metal shield to protect himself. He sunk to his knees as the light pushed down on him.

      It was just the thing we needed.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement atop the trees. My head turned in time to see Jasmine and Mia swoop down like eagles fishing in a lake, heading toward the group on the cobblestone path. Melany must’ve known it was us doing our best to get her the hell out of there, because she immediately unfurled her wings and shot up to join her rescuers.

      Jasmine managed to grab onto her arm while Mia hovered in front of them, thrashing out with her legs, so the guards couldn’t snatch Melany from the air.

      Without hesitation, Artemis swung her bow off her back and nocked an arrow, but Melany had already formed a dark cloud around the three of them, hiding them. The Goddess fired anyway, yet it didn’t hit anything—at least I assumed it didn’t. Melany, Jasmine and Mia had already vanished inside the shadows.

      Now Cassandra and I needed to get away before we were discovered.

      Reaching for Cassandra I touched her shoulder and felt a surge of heat flare up my arm. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, more like that moment when you realized you had spent too much time in the sun, but before it began to hurt. Her eyes snapped open to look at me, irises as golden as the sun she’d created out of nothing.

      “We need to go.”

      Nodding, she relaxed her body, and the big, glowing ball in the sky blinked out of existence. The air seemed cool in its absence.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her up, sprinting together out of the bushes and toward the maze. It was easy to get lost in it, and I’d been through it so many times, I knew its secrets and the perfect places to hide. Over the past two years, our group had even created new alcoves and concealed spots, ones that the Gods didn’t know about yet.

      Commotion and shouting came from behind us. The sound of boots thumping on the ground echoed around us.

      “There! Shoot them!” It was Hera yelling commands.

      An arrow thunked into the stone statue guarding the entrance to the maze—mere inches from my face. I knew it wasn’t a mistake. Artemis didn’t miss. It was a warning shot, and I’d likely only get one.

      “Stop! Or the next arrow will go through her neck.”

      The her Artemis was referring to was Cassandra. The Goddess knew one of my weaknesses. Protecting others at the detriment to myself. It was a lesson that she and others had tried to push out of me, but they always failed because I would never consider that a weakness. Something to overcome.

      It was part of who I was, at the heart of my authentic nature. I was proud of my loyalty to my friends. In my opinion, it was a strength to nurture not to destroy.

      I stopped running, yanking Cassandra to halt at my side and pushing her a little behind me. We turned to face our attackers.

      Hera’s eyes narrowed as she regarded me. “Where has she gone?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know who you are referring to.”

      “Your loyalty to Melany will be your undoing, Lucian.” Artemis shouldered her bow and quiver of arrows.

      “Yeah, I don’t see it that way.” I lifted my chin in defiance.

      A humorless chuckle escaped Hera. I wasn’t even sure the Goddess knew what humor was. In the years at the academy, I’d only seen her smile once or twice, and it always seemed to be when one of us was in trouble. She had a sadistic streak. No wonder she was a match for Zeus.

      “You will learn to see it that way soon enough, dear boy.” She stepped in closer to Cassandra and slowly looked her up and down, like she was choosing a piece of meat to devour. She sniffed down the length of her regal nose. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “She’s a first year. Her name is Cassandra,” Artemis offered with a smirk. “She’s a favorite of my brother’s. A strong prophetess.”

      “Well, it won’t help her now.” Hera clucked her tongue, a moue of false sympathy on her lips. “You, girl, will learn the folly of your choice of friends.”

      Cassandra’s head lifted in defiance as she stared at Hera, surprising me.

      I thought she might cower at the weight of the Goddess’s fierce and judgmental gaze. A grin blossomed across my lips at her bravado, I couldn’t stop it. Everyone had been so quick to assume the prophetess was weak, including myself, because she didn’t seem to have any power beside her visions—and now her light ability.

      However, Cassandra had a steely resolve and fortitude that I’d not seen in many people. I liked it.

      The guards, stoic and unemotional, marched to our sides to lead us away from the maze and toward the academy. I sighed, happy that we’d been able to do what we’d set out to do. Rescue Melany. At least now she was free to follow Artemis to find Georgina.

      “Now that this is under control,” Artemis unfurled the huge expanse of her golden wings. “I can do the task Prometheus has given me without interference.” She rose into the air, and flew back toward the stables.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in the shadows and I smiled to myself, not wanting to give anything away to the enemy. Knowing that Melany would do whatever she needed to find Gina and bring her home gave me relief.

      Whatever Cassandra and I faced inside the academy would be well worth it.
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      MELANY

      “Thank you for getting me.” I hugged Jasmine once we were safely on the ground, encased in the shadows a good fifty feet away from Hera and the others. It was difficult to stay cloaked while flying so we had to land. “I thought I was done for.”

      “Of course we got you. We got each other’s backs, no matter what.” She nodded at me matter-of-factly.

      I was so happy and relieved to hear her say that. Since I’d managed to escape from oblivion, I’d been feeling out of sorts. Out of place. Somehow, I had a sense that my friends were feeling that way too. Being wiped out of existence sure had a way of messing up things. It toyed with the mind, and I knew we were all feeling the effects of it.

      Although, my friends probably didn’t understand why they were feeling it, because they didn’t possess those memories of their lives without me anymore. It was just a ripple of uncertainty, skimming across the skin like a shiver of dread.

      “Where’s Lucian?” I asked.

      “He’s with Cassandra. They were the ones who made the distraction. Although, I have no idea who made that sun appear out of thin air.”

      Yeah, I had questioned that as well when I saw it grow in the sky like a ball of shimmering liquid gold. I didn’t think Lucian had power like that, so that left Cassandra. She was full of surprises, that one. I liked that about her. As unpredictable as a storm.

      We had that in common, I thought.

      “Where are they?” I hoped they hadn’t been caught.

      “Just outside the main doors, near the huge lilac bushes.”

      When I grabbed Jasmine’s hand, she grabbed Mia’s too, realizing I was going to be taking us through the shadow portal.

      “Hold on.” I took us deeper into the darkness as I pictured the spot she mentioned, wrapping us in shadows. Seconds later, I could see the front doors of the academy through the inky haze of the dark curtain thrown over us. I didn’t see Lucian or Cassandra, and my stomach fell.

      “They’re not there.”

      “Maybe they’re hiding somewhere else,” Jasmine offered.

      “Or maybe they got caught.” Fear tinged Mia’s voice.

      My gut clenched as I shared her thoughts. Would Hera take out her anger and frustrations of losing me on them? She wasn’t a patient kind of woman, so I didn’t like the possible answer to that.

      Urgently, I looked around the area, trying to guess where Lucian would go. Where would be the safest place for them to hide? My gaze landed on the maze in the distance. There were plenty of places to hide out in there and Lucian knew most of them. We’d spent a lot of time in the maze during our first year here, trying to discover all its secrets. Creating our own.

      Using the shadow-ways, I moved us closer to the maze just in time to see Lucian nearly get skewed with one of Artemis’s arrows. Luckily, he didn’t, but I knew it was only because she purposely missed. He’d be dead otherwise. There was no one better with a bow and arrow than the warrior Goddess.

      “Where has she gone?” Hera’s words reached us where we huddled, cloaked in the darkness.

      Obviously, she was asking about me.

      Lucian shrugged with that smug laziness he could project from time to time. I remembered it clearly from when we first met. “I don’t know who you are referring to.”

      “Your loyalty to Melany will be your undoing, Lucian,” Artemis warned, slinging her bow and quiver of arrows onto her back again.

      “Yeah, I don’t see it that way.” He held her gaze in defiance, and my chest tightened at the sight. I loved that he defended me even now. Even after all that we’d been through, after all I’d put him through.

      I hoped I never lost the faith he put in me, that I would always deserve that allegiance.

      “You will learn to see it that way soon enough, dear boy.” Hera stepped closer to Cassandra, looking down her nose at the red head. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “She’s a first year. Her name’s Cassandra,” Artemis offered. “She’s a favorite of my brother’s. A strong prophetess.”

      “Well, it won’t help her now.” Hera clucked her tongue. “You, girl, will learn the folly of your choice of friends.”

      The guards moved in, taking up posts beside Lucian and Cassandra, but his gaze flickered over to the deep shadows along the bushes—right where we were hiding.

      Lucian was looking for me.

      It took everything I had not to burst out of the shroud, take up arms, and free him along with Cassandra. But I couldn’t. He’d risked it all to rescue me, I couldn’t foolishly throw that away. We wouldn’t get another chance to find Georgina.

      There was a big ole red target on my forehead, so I would’ve definitely been in danger if I’d gone with Hera into the academy, but I didn’t think there was that same level of risk for Lucian. He was well liked. Well respected by both recruits and many of the professors, even if Hera or Artemis were the ones to level his punishment, it wouldn’t be grave.

      His demise wouldn’t go unnoticed or unchallenged. Mine might have. I’d gained a lot of enemies in the past couple of years, so there was probably a sign-up sheet for a chance to take me out and betray me. Hera’s name was obviously first on that list, and I wondered who else I would see on that page.

      I looked at Artemis and wondered if she was an enemy. She wasn’t an ally, not in this. She might have been during the war with Zeus, but with this—whatever it was—she firmly stood with her brother, Apollo, who was definitely on the evil side. I couldn’t trust her, but I didn’t have to, to get what I wanted.

      And what I wanted was to find Gina and bring her home.

      For a moment, I thought Artemis was going to go with Hera and the guards, but then she unfurled her wings and took to the sky.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered to Jasmine and Mia.

      “Can we follow her in flight while cloaked?”

      Glancing to the horizon in the direction she took, I suddenly knew where she was headed. Back to the stables.

      “I’m pretty sure I know where she’s going.”

      “Okay, let’s do it.” Jasmine nodded.

      With one last look toward Lucian, I gathered the shadows tighter, wrapping us in them like a snug blanket and transported us back to the stables.

      We beat Artemis there, settling a good distance from the structure, and watched as she flew in and landed just outside the doors. She’d sensed me earlier, so I wasn’t going to make the same mistake by creeping in closer. I didn’t need to be, I knew what she was doing.

      A few minutes later, she burst out of the stables riding an eagle-faced griffin. The beast let out a squawk then soared into the sky.

      “Shit. We’re going to need to fly to follow her.” Jasmine shook her head. “We’ll be out in the open. She’ll see us for sure.”

      I walked to the barn doors and peered inside. “Not necessarily.” Leading Jasmine and Mia to the stalls, we stopped where the huge, black, fire-breathing horses lived. “These guys can run as fast and as far as the griffin can fly.”

      The lead horse, Aethon, the one that had belonged to Ares, stomped his hooves and snorted when he saw me. Black curls of smoke came out of his nostrils. I’d ridden him before, during the obstacle course trial to the surprise of everyone—especially Artemis—and he seemed to recognize me.

      Both Jasmine and Mia looked like they were going to wet their pants while staring up at the large beasts. “Are you sure they’ll let us ride them?” Jasmine swallowed when one of the horses approached her, its red eyes aflame in its sockets.

      “I’ll ask.” My hand reached out toward Aethon. “Hey, remember me?” He snorted again, but sauntered over toward me, until his nose pressed up against the palm of my hand. I smiled. “Who’s the fiercest beast of them all? You’re better than any old griffin, aren’t you?”

      Aethon whinnied and stomped his front hooves. The sound echoed through the stall.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes.” With a chuckle, I opened the stall door and went inside. Grabbing onto his long black mane, I pulled myself up onto his broad and sturdy back. “Hurry. Mount the horses. We can’t lose sight of Artemis.”

      Jasmine helped Mia onto one of the other stallions, jumping onto the back of the last one. They were a little smaller than Aethon, so they didn’t have that much trouble. Once we were all set, we sped out of the barn, single file. I noticed that Artemis had flown west, so I steered Aethon that way, going through the wooded alcove that had been the obstacle course. Soon, we were galloping at a quick speed, so much so, that I had to hang onto his mane not to fall.

      As I glanced over my shoulder, I found that Jasmine and Mia did the same thing.

      When we burst out of the trees and into a meadow, I spotted Artemis in the sky—about one hundred yards in front of us. I patted Aethon on the side. “I knew you wouldn’t let a griffin best you.”

      With adrenaline shooting through my veins, we rode across the land that encompassed the academy grounds, through more woods, and then up to the lake. Artemis flew over the water while we had to go around it. I knew it would cost us precious time, but it couldn’t be helped. As Aethon and the other horses galloped along the shoreline, I kept my eye on the Goddess and the direction she was flying.

      Once we crested the corner, I lost sight of her as I came up onto the other side of the lagoon, but as soon as we cleared another gathering of tall trees, I spotted her again. She’d brought the griffin down closer to the ground—near some cliffs, and a waterfall. Artemis steered the beast toward the tall, roaring, curtain of water.

      It was another portal. It had to be, because I was certain that the white worms didn’t live in this world.

      “She’s going through a portal!” I pointed out at the same time that Artemis flew the griffin through the cascade. “We need to hurry, so we don’t lose her!”

      I patted Aethon on the flank to encourage him to follow, and at first, I wasn’t sure he was going to do it. He seemed a bit skittish as we neared the thunderous sound of the waterfall.

      “You can do it! You’re the mighty Aethon,” I patted him again. “I know you’re not scared of anything.”

      Small flames shot out of his nostrils when he snorted loudly, galloping into the pond. The water rose up to just under his belly, with no sign of slowing, but it didn’t stop him. We all crashed into the waterfall the next moment, crossing it. I half expected to just end up running into a stone wall, but there was a shimmer there, and I could see another stretch of land beyond it.

      Holding my breath, I pressed my heels into Aethon’s side, and urged him forward, unsure of exactly where we were going to end up on the other side.

      It didn’t matter. As I thought of Georgina, I knew that we had to go.
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      Through the portal, Aethon galloped out onto solidly packed dirt plains with a triumphant snort. I patted his side. “Good job.”

      Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Jasmine and Mia were still with me, I found them both wide-eyed and shocked that we had made it. Jasmine gave me a thumbs up and I reciprocated. Mia looked pale but she continued forward, and we headed across the plains, sand dunes, and mud flats in the distance, looking for any sign of Artemis.

      We rode along the bank of a river that snaked through a shallow gorge. It wasn’t long before I spotted the golden-winged Goddess in the sky on the horizon. It appeared she was slowly descending on the back of the Griffin.

      “She’s there,” I called back, pointing her out to the others.

      Keeping our eyes on the precise location that Artemis descended, we rode faster. The river took a wide curve then we came up onto a straight stretch of mud flats, with a few small dirt and sandy hills alongside. That had to be the place as I saw the Griffin ascending back into the sky but Artemis wasn’t on its back

      I wondered if she knew she’d been followed. Gods help us if she did.

      “Spread out and look for a hole in the ground, or a tunnel in one of the dunes.” I steered Aethon over to a small hill that was made mostly of gray dirt. There were probably some rocks in there too, but it was no mountain, that was for sure.

      “Here! I found a large hole!” Mia called out after a few minutes.

      Jasmine and I joined her at the gaping hole in the mud. It definitely looked big enough for one of those white worms to move through it. It wasn’t as big as the hole I’d run through in the cave, but still wide enough.We all dismounted and considered how we were going to get down there.

      Crouching along the edge, I created a small ball of fire, and dropped it inside it. It hit the surface within six feet, its light spreading as though the tunnel took a turn. I had a feeling this was going to be more like sliding down a complicated waterslide, than just dropping into a wide chasm like we did when going to Tartarus.

      I stood. “Okay, seems like we’re going to be climbing down, and shimmying through a tunnel.”

      Mia shuddered. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “It’s okay.” Jasmine’s hand ran over her shoulder reassuringly.

      “Yeah. No one’s going to force you to go down there. Can you stay here and take care of the horses?” She nodded “We’re going to need them to get out of here after we get Gina.”

      “But I feel bad for not—”

      “Don’t.” I shook my head. “This,” I waved my hand to gesture to us as a group, “We’re not the Gods’ army. We’re more than that. And I’m definitely not the general.”

      Lucian might have disagreed with that proclamation, but he wasn’t here.

      “Okay. Thanks.” I could hear the relief in her voice but also the guilt.

      Running a loving hand through her hair, Jasmine hugged her.

      “Can you help lower us down?” I asked before I got on my knees, and swung my feet over the edge of the hole.

      “Of course.” Mia lay on her stomach at the edge, gripped my hands, and helped me until my feet touched the dense soil.

      I reached the first twist in the tunnel without a problem. Now, it was a matter of hunching over a little to walk through the next section.

      As I faced it, I was acutely aware of the fact that this time there was no rope around my waist, held by my friends, who were ready to pull me back at the first sign of peril.

      Jasmine dropped down behind me, while I started through the next leg of the tunnel. There was no light down here, the blackness absolute, so I formed another ball of fire, tossed it front of me and then kicked it forward. So, basically, it would be a kick the ball, shuffle-shuffle-shuffle, kick the ball again kind of situation.

      After the third kick, the orange orb disappeared. I realized where it went when I came to another drop in the passage. Extending my arms, I braced myself against the walls, so I didn’t fall blindly and I could peer into the lower shaft.

      The flames flickered not that far below me—maybe seven or eight feet. The air smelled musty, and thanks to the dim illumination, I saw the fine particles of dust and grit that surrounded me, dancing through the air.

      “We’re going to have to grip onto the edge again and drop down. It’s not too far.”

      “This sucks,” Jasmine moaned.

      “I know.”

      I swung around so my feet hung over the empty space to slowly lower myself, holding onto the edge. Grabbing my hands, Jasmine helped me the rest of the way. When it was her turn, I reached for her legs and held her until she could let go and land safely.

      We did this maneuver another three times, until we came to a tunnel that opened up into a hollow dug out of the dirt and mud. There was some sort of light source ahead, so I snuffed out my fire ball. Plus, I didn’t want to announce our arrival.

      It was cool down there and a shiver rushed over my body as I slowly inched my way to the opening and peered out. The light source happened to be a couple of torches stuck in sconces along the grotto walls. Worms didn’t need light, so they were lit for someone.

      Artemis maybe? Someone else?

      My suspicion grew when I heard voices coming from somewhere in the cave. I couldn’t make out the words, but it was definitely two female voices. Unfortunately, because of the echoey acoustics, I couldn’t quite recognize either one. I assumed one of them belonged to Artemis… the other? Hera, possibly. Yet, if that was the case, then she’d used a different portal to get here, and would’ve had to use it shortly after I saw her marching Lucian and Cassandra into the academy.

      It was almost impossible it was her. Then who was it? Who else would want Zeus resurrected?

      “Do you see Gina?” Jasmine whispered into my ear as she pressed up against me along the tunnel wall.

      Squinting in the low light, I couldn’t see much of the hollow, so I had to lean out of the opening to get a better view. Slowly, I made my way, crab walking on the hard-packed mud floor so I could see more of the area. After a few steps, a vacant expanse of flooring extended before me, and in the middle of it lay Gina. She was folded into a ball, hugging her knees while her eyes were closed. She was still alive. For now.

      Fear tasted bitter on my tongue.

      My head turned toward Jasmine and I nodded. Relief lit up her face, and the breath she had been holding in anticipation escaped her. Using my hands, I told her that I was going to move closer to Gina, and she was to stay there to keep a look out for us.

      After receiving a thumbs up from her, I did a sweep of the vicinity before moving any closer. It seemed like the coast was clear, since I couldn’t see the Goddess or the worms. Taking in a deep breath, I made a dash for Gina. Before I could reach her though, I spotted Artemis coming out of a small alcove, she was adamantly talking to someone who I couldn’t quite distinguish. They remained shrouded in the shadows along the cave walls. I dived behind a mud bulge coming up from the ground.

      “I won’t be part of this,” Artemis declared. “It’s the same thing I told Apollo.”

      “It’s too late for that,” the other person argued. Her voice seemed deep, but it could’ve been the hollowness of the cave messing with the timber and pitch. I felt like I should’ve recognized it. Like a bad dream that faded upon waking.

      “This girl is innocent. You need to let her go.”

      “No one is innocent. She had Zeus’s thread on her, I sensed the power of it. Besides, I expect a certain amount of collateral damage. Such is the case in war.

      Georgina wasn’t collateral damage. She was a person. She was my friend. My best friend. I wasn’t going to sit here and let anything happen to her. Resolute, I decided to go grab Georgina. Even if I expose myself, I had enough powers to defend us both, I was sure of it.

      My attention traveled to Jasmine, who was now ducked behind another dirt formation. Our gazes met and I pointed to Georgina, indicating that I was going for it. She shook her head and waved at me to come to where she was.

      I couldn’t do that. It was now or never.

      Taking a strengthening breath, I dashed out of my hiding spot toward Georgina. Swiftly, I crouched at her side and tapped her face to wake her. Relief washed over me like a cool wave when she moaned, and her eyes blinked open.

      She was alive! Thank the Gods. I’d never been so happy.

      “Mel?” Her voice cracked.

      I grabbed her arm to help her up, but she had a hard time standing, so I had to pull her to her feet. “We need to get the hell out of here before—”

      An ear-piercing shriek cut off my sentence. Shit. I guess we were spotted.

      “Kill them!”

      My gaze met Artemis’s as she swung around toward us, an arrow already nocked in her bow, but she didn’t let it loose. She could have quite easily, and I had no doubt in my mind that it would’ve imbedded somewhere in my body.

      Why had she hesitated? Regardless of her reason, it was the second we needed to get in motion.

      An arm around Georgina, we ran to where Jasmine waited. Just before we reached her though, the very air around us seemed to vibrate, knocking us off balance. Bits of dirt and tiny pebbles fell onto our heads from above us.

      Another shriek pierced the air, and I turned to see Artemis had loosed her arrow, but not at us. Whoever had been obscured in the darkness was struck by her weapon, and was not happy about it.

      Interesting. Was Artemis on our side after all?

      Jumping to my feet, I yanked Georgina up with me, and continued to run to the tunnel. When we reached Jasmine, she took Georgina from me and helped her into the opening. Before I went through it, my gaze searched for Artemis again.

      The Goddess writhed on the ground, her face knotted in severe pain. Some kind of electrical charge wrapped around her like a giant boa constrictor, but it wasn’t the white thread of lightning, it was dark purple, the color of a throbbing bruise.

      As her head snapped back from the pain, our gazes met.

      “Run!” she screamed, and unsheathed the dagger at her belt. Artemis scrambled up to her feet and sprinted into the dark grotto, wailing with a war cry. It spoke greatly of her power that she could move at all with that unholy thread wrapped around her.

      I didn’t wait to see the outcome of her attack, just dove into the opening right behind Georgina and Jasmine. The way back seemed longer, but that was probably because death was hot on our heels, and Gina was in rough shape. We had to help her up at each turn along the shaft, but by the time we reached the final passageway up, we had it down to a science. Mia was there on the last one to help pull her out of it.

      Jasmine’s girlfriend drew on a reserve of strength I hadn’t anticipated she had.

      Once we were all topside, I looked back down into the hole. “I need to go back and help Artemis.”

      “No.” Jasmine grabbed my arm, her fingers digging in as she tried to catch my full attention. “She’s a Goddess, she doesn’t need our help. Besides, it looked to me that she wasn’t innocent in this scheme.”

      “That may be, but she helped us get away. She fought with us against Zeus when she didn’t have to. I can’t let her die down there.” I knelt down at the edge of the hole, intending to drop back inside, but a ground shaking screech came from below us.

      Oh, no.

      I scrambled away just in time to see a white worm shoot out of the hole. Another worm exploded out of the mud nearby, and then they both slithered across the mud flats, desperately retreating from something. Before any of us could do anything other than run to the horses, the ground shook beneath our feet, and the hole caved in. With a loud thump, one hundred yards of dirt, mud, and rock collapsed in on itself, creating a giant chasm.

      Everything that had been in those tunnels and the cave was buried under a thousand tonnes of earth. There was no way anything, or anyone, could dig themselves out of there.

      Shocked to my core, I gaped at the giant sinkhole that spread out before us. My heart thudded hard against my ribs, picturing Artemis buried beneath all of that. Georgina came to my side and curled a hand around my arm. Part of it was to hold herself up, but the other was because I could see how horrified she was feeling, same as I did.

      “Maybe she survived,” Jasmine offered from my other side. Her voice was quiet, unsure.

      I didn’t respond because I didn’t hold out any hope of that. We both knew better. The Gods were strong, seemingly invincible, but not completely immortal. They could die. We all knew that. We’d all seen it.

      There was nothing we could do for Artemis. It had to be enough that we’d saved Georgina.

      “Are you okay?” My arm wrapped around Gina.

      She nodded. “I’ll live.” Her voice was filled with bravado, but I alone heard the underlying tremor. Whatever she’d gone through would haunt her. She’d have to learn to live with it, the way we all learned to carry on despite our battle scars.

      “What happened?”

      “It’s a bit foggy, but after I was swallowed, which was not fun by the way—being inside a big worm is gross—I remember being spit out into the cave, and then not much else until you arrived.”

      “You didn’t see anyone before we showed up? Artemis was arguing with someone. And I’m not certain it was Hera.”

      She shook her head. “Nothing concrete. Just shadows.”

      Relief coursed through me once more, and I hugged her, so incredibly happy to see her again in one piece. “I’m glad you’re okay. Nothing we can do about Zeus’s thread now.”

      “I know.” She shrugged. “How’s Ren? Were you able to get him to Chiron?”

      “Yeah, he’s okay. Chiron’s taking care of him.”

      “Good. He was on my mind the entire time I was down there.”

      “Okay.” I turned to find Aethon so we could mount up and go home. “Let’s get out of here, then you can see Ren for yourself.”
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      LUCIAN

      Sweat dripped down my face and back as I put the last of the metal scraps into the large wooden bin, rolling it over the forge to throw them into the fire and be melted all over again. The effort and standing so close to the fire made me sweat even more. The contained metal had to be around one hundred and fifty pounds, give or take. My arms and shoulders were screaming from exhaustion, and my whole body was going to ache tomorrow from the work.

      I understood now why Hephaistos was so strong.

      This was part of our punishment for interfering with Hera’s plan to detain Melany. We had to clean Hephaistos’s forge from top to bottom. I’d been tasked with doing all the heavy lifting while Cassandra was on the bottom level, mopping up the stone floor with the most volatile smelling solution I’d ever encountered.

      Hephaistos assured us it wasn’t toxic, but I didn’t know how when it burned my nostrils even from up here. I couldn’t even imagine how Cassandra was dealing with it. After we finished there, we had to go to the kitchens and scrub the floors, counters, and ovens.

      Manual labor was hard, tiring, but it beat the alternative. It definitely could have been worse if Hera had had her way. Maybe torture? Prison? Neither of those prospects would have surprised me. I’d seen Zeus do as much. Sometimes I still had nightmares about the torture Melany endured at his hands, and the agonizing pain he’d forced Apollo to inflict on me. Every now and then I got a headache that felt like an ice pick to my brain.

      I had gladly accepted it, because if she was preoccupied with us then she wasn’t going after Melany.

      Thankfully, Prometheus had intervened as Hera and the guards marched us down the back corridor of the academy—toward the dungeons. He was the one who had determined our punishment, and I suspected he’d gone easy on us. It also made me think that he was more on our side than we assumed after the chewing out he’d given Melany.

      Once I emptied the ponderous bin of metal, I walked down the precarious stone steps to the bottom floor, to see how Cassandra was doing. Following the stench of vinegar and bleach, and who knew what else, I found her finishing mopping up near the shelves in his storeroom. The place where he kept all the shadowboxes he had made over the past year. They were still all there on the shelves and I wasn’t sure if this was for the new batch of recruits or if these were the ones still left because there hadn’t been a list of recruits to send them to for their eighteenth birthday, although Prometheus had told Melany that had been a clerical error.  It was obvious the Fates’ disappearance had far-reaching ramifications.

      I wondered briefly just how profound those ramifications would be.

      Startled when I suddenly came up beside her, Cassandra nearly knocked over the bucket of dirty, bleachy water. A hand clutched her chest, and she stared at me with wide eyes.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” I tried to smile, but I was so exhausted that I suspected it came out more like a grimace.

      She was likely too tired to notice or care.

      Cassandra shook her head. “You’d think by now I would have run out of things to be scared of.”

      Her and me both.

      “Yeah, I think I stopped jumping at every strange thing I saw after the first six months here. Although Medusa still kind of frightens me whenever I see her.” That snake hair of hers was just creepy.

      “Me too. I’m also deathly afraid of the Furies. I don’t know how Melany handles them.”

      I chuckled. “Me either. Sometimes I think Mel actually likes them.” The humorous mood dimmed as I thought about her, and all the danger she’d been involved in with them. Even going as far as trusting them. Mel had followed Tisiphone without a second thought.

      “Sorry,” Cassandra murmured, jostling me out of my thoughts. Her tone was cautious. “I didn’t mean to bring up something painful.”

      “It’s fine. It’s not painful. Pisses me off actually. I was just thinking about how Mel just left without telling anyone. Without telling me. And ended up in that place.” I shook my head. “I mean, if she hadn’t found a way back home… I’d be, I mean, I wouldn’t have even known. It’s impossible to think about to be honest.”

      Cassandra’s attention went back onto her mopping. “Yeah, it’s weird to think about.”

      I watched her, studying her face. She’d been different after we fished Melany out of the lake. She’d been the one to get us there to rescue Mel after seeing a vision about a blue-haired girl, just as I had supposedly dreamt about her. Yet, I didn’t remember those dreams. I didn’t remember anything really, not before Melany was in my arms—all wet and shivering. Only that she’d gone missing, but something I overheard Melany saying to Cassandra in private had me thinking that maybe it wasn’t the same for her.

      “You remember, don’t you?”

      Cassandra’s head snapped up and she frowned. “What?”

      “You remember the time when Mel was gone. You kept your memories when we all lost ours.”

      Avoiding my eyes, she continued to mop the floor. It told me everything I needed to know.

      “We should finish up in here so we can get the work in the kitchen done. I also think I need a break. My hands are starting to hurt from holding this mop for so long. I probably have splinters.”

      My hand reached for hers, stooping her. “You know, that is the most I’ve ever heard you say since I’ve known you.”

      She stared at my hand over hers, as if I’d somehow hurt her. Hurt her or… something. “Can we just do our work and be done with it?”

      “Tell me.”

      Finally, her gaze met mine, and there was something in her eyes that made my heart ache. “You don’t want to know, Lucian. Trust me. It’ll be too hard to understand.”

      “Tell me. I can handle it.” I dropped my hand.

      “Well, maybe I won’t be able to.” Putting the mop in the bucket, she slid it to the corner. “I’m going to the kitchen now. Hopefully, there will be some lunch left.” Cassandra attempted to walk away, but I moved in front of her.

      “Cass, please tell me. I have to know.”

      “Don’t call me Cass.” She bit down on her lower lip. “That’s what you called me in that reality, and it hurts to hear you say it.”

      “It does?” My brow furrowed, confused. “Why?”

      “Because we were together!” she snapped. “We were a couple, Lucian. And we were happy.”

      What?

      I flinched back, completely blindsided by what she’d just uncovered. I hadn’t expected that at all.

      Cassandra tried to go around me again, but I grasped her arm to stop her. Her skin was hot beneath my palm. “You can’t say that then walk away.”

      “Why not? What’s the point of talking about it? You love Melany. You guys are together. Knowing there was a time that she didn’t exist, and you were so very happy with a girl like me is not going to change that.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes, a silver sheen illuminating them, and it made my gut twist into a knot.

      “I’m sorry. I wish that I could remember.” Something tickled at the back of my mind. Not a memory, more like the promise of one, but it was gone before I could even take a breath.

      She shook her head, her smile slightly bitter. “No, you don’t. I wouldn’t wish this for anyone. It totally sucks.”

      My hand dropped from her arm, releasing her, and I shoved it into my pants’ pocket. What a mess. “Lately, I’m questioning whether we are even together anymore.”

      I wasn’t sure why I said that, why I was even telling her. I supposed I’d wanted to talk to someone about it, but there hadn’t been anyone. It also seemed like the right time. We’d been in a state of danger and chaos for so long now, that I kind of didn’t know any other state of being.

      She sighed, and I thought for sure she was going to leave. “You can talk to me about it if you want.”

      “It feels different between us.”

      Melany no longer looked at me the way she once had. She tried to hide it, but I could tell. That was how well I knew her.

      Cassandra glanced at me knowingly. “Yeah, of course it does. You’ve both been through a lot. I assume you’ve changed since first coming here.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” I just about ran a hand through my hair, but stopped, realizing my hands were dirty with grease and soot from throwing metal into the forge. “Mel isn’t the same girl who I found splashing around in the ocean at the wrong pier.”

      “And you’re not the same guy either. How could you be after all you’ve suffered.”

      “I don’t know what to do. She’s pushing me away…”

      “And you’re trying to hold onto her with both hands.”

      “It’s that obvious?”

      She gave me a “Yeah, duh!” look.

      “What do I do? Let her go? I don’t even know how to do that.”

      “You know the saying, ‘If you love something, set it free…’? There’s some truth to that.” A bittersweet smile curved her lips. “Trust me. I know.”

      “But what if she doesn’t come back?” The thought of it made my stomach clench.

      “Then it wasn’t meant to be, and you would need to move on.” Her hand gently patted my shoulder. “You won’t die without her, Lucian. I know that firsthand.”

      Gazing into her eyes, I saw truth and honesty there. I tried, reaching deep into my mind, to remember her in the other reality. It felt like there was definitely something there… if I focused hard enough.

      I caught a glimpse of a scene. It was just a flash, and my mind struggled to hold onto it, to make sense of it and give it form and sound. It wouldn’t take a solid shape, nothing concrete that I could trust. It was far from being a memory.

      However, if I closed my eyes, I could see her smile. When I did that, there was no mistaking the warm feeling that blossomed inside of my body. Like honey, thick and sweet, it slowly flowed through my veins.

      Exploring the feeling, I reached over, and interlaced my fingers with hers. “I may not really remember anything, but I feel like you and me, as a couple, would makes sense. I can picture it.”

      Cassandra lifted her head fully, and a smile flourished across her face. It was the smile that tried to form in my consciousness. The one I was sure she’d given me on many occasions. The smile I admittedly didn’t deserve.

      Unexpectedly enjoying the warmth of her fingers entwined with my own, I tugged on her hand. “C’mon, let’s get out of here and head to the kitchen. We can find some lunch. I’m starving.”

      “Me too.”

      We left the forge and made our way up the stone staircase to the main floor. “I bet you like ham and cheese sandwiches with a dollop of honey mustard.”

      Laughter escaped her. “I do like that. It’s my favorite sandwich.”

      I nodded. “Not a bad guess.”

      She gave me a look, then turned away. “Nope, not bad at all.”

      And I was sure it was a guess. It didn’t feel like a memory. Not really, but right now, I wasn’t certain about anything. My world was getting turned upside down. Again. Which was just another typical day at the Demigods Academy.
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      MELANY

      The trip back to the academy was quick. Georgina didn’t appear to be injured, and she insisted on not needing to be looked at, but I was determined to get her to the infirmary so that Chiron could check her out anyway. Since she wanted to see Ren, she could just let the healer do his job while we were there. Gina didn’t argue after that.

      When we arrived back at the stables, we put the horses into their stalls and made sure they had food and water. I spent a little more time with Aethon, brushing him down while I figured out how to explain Artemis’s death. I was having a hard time reconciling it in my mind as well.

      Silently, I wondered who was going to look after all the animals now. Maybe one of the recruits who had been relegated to her hall. Rosie, maybe.

      After we finished with the horses, we flew back to the school. Nerves churned inside me when thinking about entering, because I wasn’t sure Hera wouldn’t be waiting for me with the intention of detaining me anyway. And now, with Artemis’s death, I didn’t know what was going to happen. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea for me to even go near the academy.

      I had that thought a bit too late.

      The moment we stepped through the main doors, and into the looming foyer that had been so imposing and spectacular since the first day, we were ambushed by Hera and her guards. Prometheus, and a raging Apollo were there too, and it seemed like they had all been waiting for us to arrive.

      Apollo was the first to act. He rushed me, eyes wild with fury. “You killed her!”

      It didn’t take much to figure out who the her was in this equation. What I wanted to know was how did he know?

      I backed away from his grasping hand, setting my right leg back to get into a defensive position. It was instinctual now after years of training. My lightning power rushed to the surface, swirling there, just waiting for me to release it.

      Georgina immediately stepped in beside me. “Mel didn’t kill anyone. The white worms cave collapsed, and Artemis couldn’t get out in time.”

      “You’re lying!” Apollo growled, “I had a vision. I saw her wrapped in shadows and darkness, suffocating. Only Melany possesses that power since Hades’ death.”

      Obviously, that wasn’t true, because I hadn’t killed Artemis. Someone else owned that kind of ability. Hera didn’t, so it definitely wasn’t her down in the worm’s lair. Who was it? I couldn’t even begin to guess. I needed time to figure it out.

      “Someone else was in the cave, but I don’t know who.”

      Hera sniffed. “Of course she’s going to say that to defend herself.”

      “It’s true,” Jasmine argued.

      “Did you see this person?” Hera asked, with one eyebrow cocked.

      Jasmine swallowed. “I didn’t, but we could hear her voice.”

      Apollo wasn’t having it. He wanted revenge on me, I could see it in the way his eyes glowed white hot with violence and rage.

      He lunged at me once more, and his hand wrapped around my throat before I could defend myself. My air was instantly cut off… I couldn’t breathe. Over his shoulder, I saw Hera’s lips twitch upwards into a sly smile.

      Jasmine, Mia, and Georgina all shouted out to advocate for me.

      It was Prometheus who put an end to it.

      “Stop.” His voice boomed throughout the foyer, sounding very much like Zeus. “Let her go, Apollo.”

      At first, the golden God ignored the order. His hold didn’t loosen, instead it tightened. Frantically, I tried to pry his fingers away from my neck, but he was too strong for me, so I did the only thing I could. Fire and lightning erupted from my digits, zipping around his hand and up his arm. The sound of his skin sizzling reached my ears, but he didn’t relent. A smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils, and my stomach roiled over in revulsion.

      Abruptly, Apollo’s seared hand dropped—blackened from my power—and he backed away.

      Stumbling backward, I set my hand onto my throbbing throat and gulped in air. I was surprised he hadn’t crushed my windpipe. Any more pressure and he would have. I could barely swallow.

      “She must be punished,” Apollo spat. “I won’t let my sister’s death go without being avenged.”

      Prometheus lifted a hand to stop his argument. “If she is guilty, she will be punished, but this is not how we go about it. There will be a fair trial.”

      Trial? Holy shit! Was I under arrest or something?

      I tried to speak, but my throat hurt too much to let  out more than a squeak.

      “She’s been at the center of a lot of deaths at the academy,” Apollo pressed. “Obviously, we all know she killed Zeus…”

      “She was defending herself,” Georgina countered. “And the rest of us.”

      “And there was the unfortunate death of another recruit,” Hera added.

      She was talking about Revana, and I wanted to cross the foyer floor to plunge my dagger into her heart, for bringing it up and using it against me.

      “Aphrodite and Ares have both fallen under her hands, I’m told,” Hera continued.

      “For all we know, she killed Hades and took his power for herself. With him gone, she could rule the underworld herself. Maybe this has all been a power play.” Apollo glared at me, until his hatred burrowed into my very soul.

      Speechless, I just stared at him. I couldn’t believe he thought that about me. That anyone would think that. Surely, he didn’t truly think me so Machiavellian.

      Slowly, my eyes roamed the other faces in the room, and what I saw nearly drove me to my knees. It was clear there were others at the academy who shared the same thoughts. I looked at my friends. Did they also think I had that kind of trickery and deviousness inside me? That I was capable of something so heartless and insidious?

      Both Jasmine and Georgina reached out a hand toward me. At first, I didn’t know why, but when my knees touched the stone floor I realized they were trying to catch me as I collapsed.

      “Take her to the dungeon,” Prometheus finally pronounced. “We’ll set up a day for a trial.”

      Two guards in shiny golden armor pushed Jasmine and Georgina aside to grab my arms and haul me to my feet. More showed up swiftly, until there was at least eight armed men surrounding me, like I was some dangerous criminal.

      “You can’t do this!” Jasmine shouted. “It’s not right.”

      “They’re lying!” Georgina insisted.

      Mia had yet to say anything. She looked like a deer caught in headlights and I almost felt sorry for her. All of this probably seemed like way too much to handle. Even I was having a hard time dealing with it. It was all so surreal.

      Me, being carted off to jail for murder. The way Apollo spun it, it sounded like I was a mass murderer, out for blood and power. In a way, he made me seem just like one of them. If the stories I’d read in the picture books as a child were true, then I’d finally achieved Goddess status.

      Absentmindedly, I thought if Hades were here, he’d probably chuckle at the absurdity of it all. Then, he’d blast every single one of them and whisk me away through the shadows, back to his bed in the underworld.

      As I was taken down the corridor, I rubbed my fingers over my pocket where I’d stashed his severed life thread. In my mind, I spoke to him.

      ‘What do I do?’

      For the first time, in a long time, I was scared. The last time I could remember being actually frightened was when I first met the Furies—Hades had forced me to train with them. I’d been so weak then, I thought. So much had happened since.

      I wasn’t the same person. I was stronger, smarter, fiercer. I possessed more power than I ever thought possible… but I wasn’t a murderer, was I?

      ‘What do I do?’

      ‘Wait it out. You’ll know what to do when the time comes.’

      Hades’s voice came through as clear as a bell, and I smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      MELANY

      Footsteps echoed on the walls while I paced the small detainment cell like a wild animal. They’d fixed up the place since the last time I was down here, breaking out Lucian and the others. I supposed they had to, since our battle with the guards had destroyed the floor and the cages themselves. I wondered if they’d reinforced the wall that led to Hephaistos’s forge. That had been the way I used to break in here. Maybe I could use it to break myself out, if I could get out of the chamber itself.

      I tested the bars again, and like before they were enchanted, spelled, or something to stop me from using my powers on them. They wouldn’t melt with my fire, or change the configuration of their metallic elements with my earth powers. Water wouldn’t do anything for me either, except maybe flood the place, but I’d drown. Any lightning would likely just electrocute me. I’d also tried to pull the shadows to me, but something was blocking me from doing that as well. Basically, I was fucked.

      Tired of pacing I sat on the narrow stone bench along one wall. If I was going to get out of here, I needed a rational head. Lucian would laugh at that. He called me irrational a time or two in the past couple of years. He was probably right. I had acted impulsively in the past. It was probably what had gotten me to this point.

      Frustrated, I scrubbed my hands over my face. I couldn’t believe I was in this situation. Waiting to be tried for murder. It was way more frightening than having faced Zeus’s torturous lightning trial. Scarier than fighting a chimera, or battling the typhon. At least in those situations I knew I could physically fight my way out of them. I believed in my abilities for battle. I didn’t fear death.

      Yet, I did fear being locked up for the rest of my life. I was scared of being banished from the academy, and having my memories stripped from my mind. It had been the same sort of agony I faced while in oblivion. I was ever thankful that Hecate had stopped me from drinking from the river.

      Resting my back against the wall, I brought my knees up and wrapped my arms around them, pressing them to my chest. For the first time in a long while, I felt like crying. How did it come to this? Was I really that misunderstood? Was what I’ve been doing all this time so wrong? Had I taken an immoral path? Had I turned into the very thing I thought I’d been fighting against?

      Surely, Prometheus and the others could see that everything I’d done was for the academy, my friends, the people of Pecunia and beyond. I’d never wanted power. I didn’t come to this place seeking it.

      But it had come to me, hadn’t it?

      I’d been the first recruit in history to pass all twelve trials. I had developed all the elemental powers, able to use them all at once, and beaten Zeus when no one else could. I tamed every dark beast and captured Hades’s heart. Charon had even told me that the underworld was mine if I wanted it.

      The truth was, I’d be lying to myself if I said I didn’t want it. If I didn’t want to be its ruler.

      Stretching my leg, I wriggled my fingers into my pants’ pocket and pulled out Hades’s golden lifeline. Slowly, I rubbed my fingers on it over and over, enjoying the feel of the silk on my skin, imagining it was his skin I was touching.

      A hand lifted to my face, dragging the smooth thread over my cheek, then under my nose, wishing I could still smell him. He carried the scent of darkness and danger on his skin, and it had been like a drug to me. I constantly craved it, would do anything to possess it.  My eyes fell closed and I inhaled deeply…

      His scent filled my nose.

      Suddenly, I was back in his hall. In the wide, black stone corridor with high vaulted ceilings that led to the several rooms. Rooms I knew well. I looked down to see I wore a low-cut, black velvet dress that dragged on the floor. I didn’t wear any shoes. The coolness of the black stone caressed the soles of my feet as I took a step forward.

      Firelight emanated from the narrow slits in the juncture of the wall and floor, casting an eerie glow across the smooth surface and guiding my way to the last door on the right.

      My gaze traveled across the room when I entered, to the floor to ceiling shelves holding meticulously organized books by the thousands. I’d raided that bookshelf a few times during my stay in the underworld. Several Renaissance paintings on the wall witnessed my approach, including the one of Persephone, as I walked to the massive dark stone fireplace. A fire crackled inside, and I could feel the heat of it fanning my cheeks.

      I sat in one of the high-backed decorative chairs, and picked up the delicate wineglass that sat on the round mahogany table—filled with what I knew would be a surprisingly sweet red wine. The first sip confirmed I was right, the taste of it tickled my tongue, and glanced over at the other chair.

      Hades was there, sipping wine from another glass goblet. He was dressed in his signature dark purple suit, shiny black hair slicked back from his hard, angular, and handsome face.

      “So, how does it feel to be hated and feared?” He studied me over the rim of his glass.

      Not really wanting to say, I shrugged, because I was afraid of the answer.

      “You can be honest with me, Melany. You know I won’t judge you. Judgment is for uptight losers.” He chuckled under his breath, and the rumble of it sent a shiver over my skin.

      “I’m not hated or feared,” I finally mumbled.

      “Sure you are. That’s why you’re in the dungeons.”

      “It’s just a misunderstanding.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Is it though? I think Apollo and Hera are both determined to have your head on a platter. They’re drama queens if you ask me.” Finishing his wine, he set the glass down with an audible clink on the table.

      “I didn’t kill Artemis.”

      “I know you didn’t, darling. But it doesn’t matter what I think. I’m dead.”

      I jumped to my feet and stood in front of him. “I don’t want you to be dead.”

      Hades looked up at me, his gaze so penetrating that it made me shiver. “I know.”

      “I can bring you back. I have your thread. I just need to find the Fates so they can weave it back together.”

      “I appreciate your tenacity, Melany. It’s admirable how far you’re willing to go for me.” He stood, his body only a few inches from mine, and I ached for him. “But is it truly the right thing to do? You should let me go and move on with your life.”

      “I don’t want to. I want you back in my life.”

      He licked his lips. “I want you too, Melany. Always and forever.”

      My fingers itched as I stared at him. I couldn’t stand there and not touch him. It was too torturous. I sprung forward and wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. With another low chuckle, his hands immediately slipped into my hair, and he tilted my head back, bringing his mouth down on mine.

      His kiss was like fireworks. Every nerve ending in my body exploded with pleasure.

      Gods, how I missed that feeling of total and complete surrender. He could destroy me with just his lips—and had done so, right there and then.

      The next moment, he walked me backwards to press me against the wall. Just like that first time. When I lost my body, my heart, and my soul to him. If he was trying to convince me of giving up my attempt to resurrect him, he was doing a piss poor job of it. How could I give up on him when his lips were on mine, his tongue dipping inside my mouth? And his hands… his hands were everywhere, possessing every inch of my body.

      I couldn’t get out of my dress fast enough. Then I was naked, so was he, and our bodies pressed against each other with fervor. My hands streaked across his chest and back, reveling in the silky soft skin stretched over the hard planes of his muscles.

      Instinctively, I knew this was only a dream. I knew I was in a prison cell, curled up on an uncomfortable stone bench and passed out from exhaustion, but Gods damn, it felt so real. Like I was truly with him in the library of his hall.

      “Hurry.” I panted into his hair while his mouth explored my chin, my throat, the spot just below my ear that he knew drove me wild. “Hurry, before I wake.”

      Hades’s head rose and his eyes bore into mine a moment before he claimed my lips again, sweetly this time, and all sense of reason drained out of me. He’d possessed me. There was no denying it. There was no escaping it.

      “It could be like this always,” he murmured, resting his forehead against mine.

      “How?”

      He didn’t respond and I became desperate. I shook him, and his head came up, his eyes were just black holes in his face.

      “How?!”

      Then I was alone, my back resting against the wall, and I felt so cold, my body wouldn’t stop shaking.

      “Hades!” I screamed until my throat ached.

      My eyes snapped open as I jerked awake. I was back in the cell, huddled on the bench with my knees pressed to my chest. Using the sleeve of my shirt, I wiped at my face. My cheeks were damp with tears. I hadn’t cried in months.

      The dream had been so real, I could still smell the burnt wood from the fireplace, still taste the wine on my tongue and feel Hades in my hands. I rubbed my fingertips together, trying to exorcise the sensation away. It wouldn’t help me with the fight I had coming.

      Standing, I stretched out my legs and back. I’d cramped up from being in one position for so long on the hard, unforgiving stone. I went to the bars of the cell, and pressed my face against them, trying to catch a glimpse of someone.

      “Let me out of here! This is bullshit!”

      My throat still hurt from Apollo’s effort to choke me to death. I needed water, food, and rest, because there was no fucking way I was going to stand for this quietly. If they were expecting a repentant child, cowering under the pressure of authority, they were greatly mistaken. Honestly, they should’ve known by now that I wasn’t some little girl frightened by Gods and monsters.

      I had become both.
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      LUCIAN

      “I want to see her.” Defiantly, I stood in front of Prometheus in his office, head high, determined not to leave until he allowed me to visit Melany. The giant looked back at me in a way that would have made most people quake.

      When I’d heard that Melany had been arrested for Artemis’s murder, I was stunned. Cassandra and I had just finished cleaning the kitchen, and were enjoying the fruits of our labor by gorging on beef stew and freshly baked biscuits—care of Dionysus, who just happened to be a culinary whiz, which had been a huge surprise. We heard the excited whispers of gossip spreading through the dining hall during dinner. Felt the curious looks in our direction. Diego had burst through the doors and told me about what happened.

      I immediately flew through the corridors, quite literally—to the chagrin of the many people my wings smacked along the way—to track down Jasmine and Georgina and find out everything that had happened. I found them in the infirmary with Ren, whose condition had not improved. He was still pale and shaky. Chiron was doing a quick assessment of Georgina when I arrived, then he left us to talk.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Jasmine looked weary, exhausted, and there were tears in her eyes. “We were ambushed when we walked into the academy. There was nothing we could do. It would’ve been impossible to fight our way out of it.”

      “What about Artemis?”

      “She was down there in the worm’s lair, arguing with someone else—”

      “Who?”

      She shrugged. “We don’t know. None of us saw anyone. Melany said she heard another voice…”

      “We were attacked as we left,” Georgina continued. “We thought Artemis was going to kill us, but she told us to run. When we got topside, the cave started to fall apart, and the whole thing collapsed. Even the worms got away. There’s no way anyone survived that, Goddess or not.”

      “And she was arrested for murdering her?” I was missing something here, or maybe we all were. Where was the evidence?

      “Apollo was there, he was enraged. He said he had a vision about Artemis’s death, and totally blamed Mel for it. He went on about Zeus’s, Hades’s, and even Revana’s death. Apollo accused her of murdering them too, and demanded she should suffer the consequences.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t believe this was happening. It didn’t make any sense. “What did Prometheus say?”

      “Not much of anything.” Jasmine scowled, her hands bunching into fists. “He’s a coward if you ask me. She’s responsible for his release from Tartarus. He should be thanking her not locking her up.”

      After a quick check on Ren, I immediately flew up to Prometheus’s office which previously belonged to Zeus. Strangely, there were no guards posted at the entrance, which was customary when the God of all Gods lived there.

      Prometheus stood in the middle of the room, as if he’d been waiting for my arrival.

      I offered no small talk before making my demand.

      “You can’t see her,” he answered, his tone brooking no argument. “No one can see her until the trial.”

      “How could you even let this happen? She saved you, don’t you remember?” I paced the room in front of him, anger fueling every step. This wasn’t fair.

      “I do remember, Lucian, but that doesn’t negate the seriousness of the accusations rallied against her.”

      “Ridiculous allegations. Mel would never intentionally hurt anyone, let alone kill them. She has always acted out of self-defense, or in defense of her friends and everyone in this academy. Zeus was going to kill thousands, if not more, in pursuit of power. Hades sacrificed himself for her, and Revana… that was a casualty of war. Mel tried to save her but couldn’t.”

      “And Artemis’s death?”

      “I don’t know, I wasn’t there. But I believe my friends when they tell me it was a tragic accident.” I scowled at the God. “They could have been hurt as well. They could have been killed. Why would they put themselves in danger like that?”

      “And were you there when Revana fell?” His voice was patient, cool against the heat of my anger.

      I stopped pacing and glared at him. “No, but I believe—”

      “And Hades? Did you see his death?”

      “No.” My teeth and jaw clenched so hard that they started to ache. Why was he questioning everything? “Are you insinuating that Mel had a hand in all of these deaths?”

      Sighing, Prometheus went to sit down in one of the high-backed leather chairs near the floor to ceiling windows that encircled the entire office. He turned his gaze to the world outside the glass, and for a long moment, he seemed to be lost in thought.

      “No. But I’ve seen what absolute power can do to a God, let alone a mortal. She possesses more power than is normal. I can see it swirling around her every minute of every day. Her aura is black with it.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Yes, Melany had a lot of power, but she’d only ever used it for good. “Nope, I refuse to believe that about her. You don’t know her like I do. You only see what you want to see. There is more to her than her powers. She has a huge heart, bigger than she probably even realizes. And she loves her friends. Her loyalty is fierce.”

      “Lucian, I don’t doubt the fierceness of her loyalty, I just question who she is loyal to. From what I’ve heard, Hades’s death nearly destroyed her. They say she’s changed. Is this information true?”

      It wasn’t not true, but not necessarily in the way he meant. “Death changes everyone. Or it should, if you’re a decent human being.”

      He sighed again, nodding. “Your devotion to her is admirable. I can see how much you care about Melany. But do not let love blind you to the possibility that she’s acting on her own best interests. That she’s doing the only thing that makes sense to her right now, out of grief and anger.”

      I hated that he gave voice to something that had been swirling around deep inside my head. Something that I didn’t dare consider. Maybe she’d been warning me about it the whole time by pushing me away.

      “If you won’t let me see her, how can I help her?” I felt helpless. It wasn’t a feeling that sat well with me. Every fiber of my body longed to run, scream, push, fly—whatever it took to help Melany.

      “The trial will be in a couple of days. Apollo, Hera, and others who have grievances against her will have an opportunity to speak. She needs people there to speak to her true character. Witnesses to her triumphs, and to the deaths that she’s been accused of causing. Rally people for her defense. She is going to need it.”

      A couple of days? That was so soon. Good thing that she had so many loyal friends to jump to her aid.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “I know you can’t possible believe these accusations.”

      “Because I am not a dictator. Unlike Zeus, I don’t wish to force my will on others. I want to run this academy with a bit more diplomacy, and with that comes compromise. I can’t wave away Apollo’s claims. There has to be some due process. There have to be consequences to actions. Aphrodite and Ares were punished for their part in Zeus’s plans, just as Zeus was punished for his actions.”

      “You can’t compare what they did to what Melany has done.” This was ridiculous. What Melany had done was nowhere near the severity of the crimes of the Gods he listed. Not even close.

      “And why not? Because you’re in love with her?” He waved his hand toward the exit, sighing heavily as he did. “Go and do what you can before the trial. The truth will come out one way or another.”

      Accepting his words even though I really didn’t like them, I nodded. Before I left though, I asked the one question I was afraid to utter, because I wasn’t sure I could handle the answer. “What happens if she’s found guilty?”

      Just saying the words out loud had my stomach doing a slow roll of dread.

      “I’ll have no choice but to lock her away in Tartarus for the rest of her days.” His voice was firm, and I knew that I’d get no further help from him.

      Prometheus would do what he saw as fair, even if in the end, it actually wasn’t.

      When I left his office, I went right back to the infirmary, to see if Jasmine and Georgina were still there. They weren’t, but Cassandra was sitting next to Ren’s bed. In my haste to find out what was going on with Melany I’d left her in the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry for leaving you without a word,” I offered, immediately upon seeing her.

      “It’s okay. I understand. Jasmine filled me in on what happened. It’s a bit unbelievable.” She shook her head, as though she couldn’t understand what was going on. I knew how she felt.

      “It’s bullshit. It’s just another way for Hera and the others to stop Mel from exposing them.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Her brow furrowed with worry.

      I nodded. “Yeah, we need to rally the troops. Get everyone, recruit, God, whoever we can to come to her defense. The trial is in a couple of days, so we haven’t got much time.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thanks, Cass. You’re a good person. A good friend.”

      Her lips curved into a small smile. I felt the whisper of an urge to stay, to comfort her, but she gestured toward the door, pressing me to go.

      I left her instructions to track down Jasmine, Georgina, and Mia to get them talking to people. We all needed to do outreach to find those who would support Melany. I decided to start with the professors, a more difficult task since they were colleagues of Artemis, Apollo, and Hera.

      My first stop was at Hephaistos’s forge. It had taken everything we had in the past to get him to fight with us in the war against Zeus, but I was hoping he’d be easier to convince of rallying around Melany.

      Maybe the fact that Cassandra and I took such care when cleaning his forge would count in our favor. I could only hope.

      “You better not be here to knock down my wall to break Melany out of the dungeons.” Was the first thing he muttered to me when I found him in the forge. Not a hello or how are you, just that. “Took months to fix it after she used it to break you out of them.”

      I’d been hoping he wasn’t going to bring that up.

      “Nope, not going to break her out.” I shook my head, offering what I hoped was a winning smile. “I’m here to ask that you speak for her at her trial. They want to prosecute her for murder. It’s Gods damn ridiculous.”

      “Whose murder?” His words were gruff, void of emotion. It was typical of him, and honestly, at that moment, I was just thankful for the lack of drama.

      “Artemis, Hades, Revana, and even Zeus’s. Anything to keep her down.”

      “And who’s they?”

      “Hera and those who side with her.” I swallowed past a lump in my throat at the reminder of just who Melany was up against.

      Sliding the piece of metal he was forging into the cooling bucket of water, Hephaistos shook his head. Steam rose from the water as it hissed, creating a moist cloud in front of the God. “I thought all of this shit would be over with Zeus gone. It’s getting old, this bickering.”

      “They want to resurrect him. That’s why the Fates have gone missing, and Death is taking a holiday. It’s all connected.”

      He tore at his heavy canvas clothes, and scrubbed the stubble on his misshaped chin. “I’ve been dealing with a few millennia of drama and betrayal, it’s tedious and boring.”

      “Is that a yes, you’ll speak up for her?” Did I dare to hope?

      He gave me a sharp nod of his head, then went back to his forging. I would have preferred to hear him say it out loud, but I was afraid that if I pushed him, he would retract his agreement. So, I nodded in return, then left before he could change his mind.

      After securing Hephaistos, I talked to Heracles, who was definitely going to be there for Melany, then popped in on Demeter and Dionysus. The two of them were out back in one of Demeter’s many gardens, sitting on the grounds smoking weed. No surprise there.

      “I take it you’ve heard what’s going on?” I asked them.

      “Yup, sounds pretty messed up.” Dionysus took a hit on the joint then passed it to Demeter. Once his hands were free, he reached for the opaque water glass sitting on the table in front of him. I would have bet my wings that it held anything but water.

      “It is messed up. Can I count on you two to be there in Melany’s defense?”

      Dionysus shrugged. “I don’t know, man. We don’t normally like to get involved.”

      What they normally liked to do was exactly this—drink wine and get high, floating blissfully through their days. It seemed I was going to have to push.

      “You got involved when we were fighting against Zeus.” I reminded them.

      “Yeah, but Hera is way scarier than Zeus ever was. Besides, she’s got Apollo, Hermes, and Poseidon on her side.” Dionysus sounded like he just didn’t want to exert that much energy. It would ruin his vibe, man.

      “Athena hasn’t decided yet,” Demeter added casually.

      “That’s true, and I’m pretty sure Poseidon’s only involved because he’s sleeping with Hera.”

      Anger surged through me. “We’re not picking sides for a game of dodge ball for fuck’s sake. This is Melany’s life. She could end up in Tartarus forever. Have you ever been to that place?”

      Dionysus shook his head.

      “It’s not a nice place to spend any amount of time in. So, pick a damn side!”

      Dionysus’s eyebrows lifted. “Okay, man. Chill. Of course we’ll be there for Melany. Right, Dem?”

      Demeter looked at me, then nodded. “Yeah. You can count on us.”

      “Thank you.”

      I left before I rescinded my thanks, and told them exactly what I thought of them and their indecision.

      Next, I flew to the Hall of Knowledge to find Athena. I needed to convince her to side with Melany. She wasn’t there, and I couldn’t find her in any other place I thought to look. So, I checked with a few other instructors at the academy, including Erebus, who had taught Melany how to control the shadows. He definitely was on her side.

      The thought of approaching Medusa and a few of the other demigods like Achilles and Bellerophon crossed my mind, but I knew there had been bad blood between them and Mel when she basically humiliated them during the mock battle trial.

      The last person I checked with before meeting with Jasmine and the others again, was Hecate. Melany had saved her life by getting her out of oblivion. I found her wandering around the shore of the lake just on the edge of the woods. It was where she used to live and where Melany had saved her.

      She didn’t even look up when I landed on the rocky edge of the water, she just continued to aimlessly pace, looking to the ground, mumbling to herself. Her hair was in tangles and the dress she wore in tatters. She hadn’t changed or even showered from weeks ago when Ren had pulled her out of the water. She looked lost, broken. A shell of her former self.

      “Hecate?”

      Slowly, she lifted her head to look at me, but I wasn’t even sure she could see me. It was like she peered right through me to something I couldn’t even imagine.

      “Melany’s in trouble. She’s going to need your help.”

      She hummed, then spoke a few quiet words, going back to plodding along the lakeshore while looking at her feet.

      I stood in front of her, and touched her arm so she’d look at me again, see me. Hear me. “I’m sorry for what’s happened to you, but Melany really needs your help. She’s going to be on trial in two days, can you come and tell everyone how she saved you?”

      Hecate’s facial expression never changed. Her eyes were glossy, unfocused. I wasn’t sure she even heard me. I still had to try. Maybe when she was lucid, she would remember what I asked.

      “I know this might be too much to ask, and I don’t even know if you understand me, but I need you to find the Furies and tell them to come to the academy. Melany needs them to be there in two days’ time.”

      She murmured something, drool dribbling out between her cracked lips.

      My hand dropped, and I let her continue her way. “I’m sorry.”

      Rising into the sky, I flew back to the academy. Everyone was assembled in the dining hall. Jasmine, Georgina, and Cassandra had gotten almost every recruit from first year on to gather for me. There was a loud rumble in the crowd as I moved through it to the table where Mel, our friends, and I usually sat. I stepped up onto it to address the crowd.

      “Thank you for being here. As everyone is aware of, Melany has been wrongfully imprisoned, and a trial is set to be conducted in a couple of days. It’s all a bunch of bullshit, but unfortunately, it is being taken seriously by Prometheus. We will need everyone’s help to argue in defense of Melany, who we all know has put her life on the line several times for this academy. For all of you. Now it’s our turn to risk something for her.”

      “We’re with you, Lucian!” Someone shouted from the crowd.

      “Good to hear. What would be the most help is if there is anyone here that witnessed Revana’s unfortunate fall. Apollo is trying to spin a lie that Melany was responsible for her death, when we all know it was an accident.”

      The students looked at each other. A nervous titter spread through the room, and then someone lifted their hand in the air.

      It was Mia.

      Frowning, Jasmine gaped at her. “You saw what happened?”

      Mia nodded.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “Because,” she started, then licked her lips nervously, “because I… I didn’t want you to be mad at me.”

      “Why would I be mad at you?”

      “What happened, Mia? What did you see?” I urged.

      “I saw the ground split open. Melany was on one side and Revana was on the other.” She paused again, fiddling with an errant string coming out of the hem of her shirt. “The ground shook again, and Revana fell into the chasm.”

      I sighed. “Exactly, it wasn’t—”

      “Melany reached out, grabbing a hold of her hand. She did try and pull her up, but then… then she just let go. And Revana fell to her death.”
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      MELANY

      I spent two days alone in the detainment cell before anyone came for me. The only other time I saw a person was when one of the guards brought me some food. Greasy meatloaf and stale bread, with water that tasted tinny. Disgusting, but I forced myself to eat and drink. I needed to keep up my strength. Other than the so-called meal delivery, I was by myself.

      It sucked. It gave me too much time to think during the day about what I was doing, and too much time to dream at night. Dreams I didn’t want to wake from but knew I eventually would. That in itself was a sort of torture.

      It took four heavily armed guards to escort me to the Colosseum, where I surmised the sham of a trial was going to take place. Since I wasn’t fighting them, they must have assumed that I would flee. Or else, it was a show of power, a way to demonstrate that they’d wrested control over me. As they marched me in, I became aware of a crowd of people sitting up in the seats.

      The place was packed. It looked like every single God, demigod, and recruit was there. It reminded me of the day we were rewarded with our blood clans, after going through hell during the twelve trials. That was also the day Hades appeared out of nowhere to claim me as his own.

      I pushed the thought out of my mind. I couldn’t let myself dwell on the past, not when my very survival depended on what happened in the immediate future.

      They led me up to the circular stage and told me to sit in the single wooden chair positioned smack dab in the center. It was a rustic setup that looked like it was going to give me splinters. As I sat, I looked out at my accusers.

      Apollo and Hera occupied the chairs along one side of the stage. Beside them were Poseidon, Hermes, and several lower demigods like Achilles and Bellerophon. On the other side, I was relieved to find Hephaistos, Dionysus, Demeter, and Heracles. Beside them stood Lucian, Jasmine, and Georgina. I nearly wept at the sight of them, even though I’d expected them to be there.

      Lucian gave me a brave smile. I returned it, imagining that I could feel the energy radiating off of him toward me. Giving me strength. While I sat there and waited for things to start, with everyone staring at me, I could hear some whispers from my peers in the bleachers. I considered just gathering the shadows to me and disappearing, but I suspected that they had the coliseum warded somehow, so I couldn’t use my powers on them.

      Focusing, I did a little test to see if I was right. I reached out to the darkness, feeling it just hovering at the edges of the stage, but I couldn’t bring it any further. They had it blocked or something. Lucian’s eyes connected with mine and he gave me a slight head shake. He’d noticed what I was trying to do, and willed me to behave. To cooperate.

      When Prometheus stepped up onto the stage, a hush fell over the crowd. “We are gathered here today to answer some questions. Claims have been made, serious claims, that can’t be ignored.”

      “This is all bullshit.” I crossed my arms over my chest, and sat back in the chair. My temper rose as I caught the looks being tossed my way. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be speaking right then or not, but I couldn’t help defending myself. “I’m being set up, used as a scapegoat.”

      That sent a ripple of chaos through the coliseum. It made me feel a bit of grim satisfaction.

      Apollo jumped to his feet and pointed at me. “You killed my sister!”

      “I didn’t kill her! The cave we were in collapsed on her before she could get out! Someone else tried to kill her, and us!”

      Prometheus raised his hands. “Please, everyone be quiet. This is not how this is going to work.” He gestured to Apollo. “Sit. You will have your turn to talk.” He turned to glare at me. “And so will you.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t believe he was going through with this. Why was he catering to Apollo and Hera? Was he in on their plan to resurrect Zeus? What would he have to gain? With Zeus gone, he’d taken over the running of the academy—like it was originally set up before Zeus threw him and the other Titans into Tartarus for no reason. Except to gain power.

      I didn’t get it. I didn’t see his angle. Plus, my gut said that he wasn’t. So then, why was he doing this?

      “There have been charges laid against Melany, so we are here to speak to those charges and for Melany to level a defense.” He gestured to Apollo, who had anger churning in his eyes and a smug smile on his face. “You may speak now, Apollo.”

      The golden God stood and walked toward the middle of the stage, where I sat. It was hard, but I resisted the urge to kick him as he passed me.

      “A few days ago, Artemis was sent on a search and rescue mission to find Georgina Stewart.” He pointed at Georgina, who stood on the side of the arena. She looked uncomfortable at the attention, shifting from foot to foot. “Georgina was supposedly attacked by a white worm, swallowed, and taken to its lair according to Melany and her co-conspirators.”

      “We are not co-conspirators,” Lucian spoke out, frustration heavy in his voice. “There isn’t a conspiracy here.”

      “Well, Melany believes there is in fact a big conspiracy involving the Fates, Thanatos, and our matriarchal leader, Hera, who we all know has suffered greatly since losing her husband and our leader, Zeus. Again, by the hand of this girl.” He swung his arm toward me.

      That caused some commotion in the stands, whispers and murmurs rising in the air. Some of them I didn’t like hearing. Obviously, it wasn’t only a few Gods who thought I was some big fat liar. What I didn’t understand was what they thought I stood to gain if Apollo’s words were true.

      “Please stay on topic, Apollo,” Prometheus intervened, a bit too late in my opinion. Not that I was going to say anything.

      “White worms are not aggressive creatures, so this story was a bit far-fetched to begin with, but Prometheus asked Artemis to check it out, and that is what she did as she was one to follow orders.” Apollo lifted his head arrogantly.

      I wanted to roll my eyes at the embellishments of his story, but I knew that wouldn’t help my case at all, so I refrained, and just continued to glower at him instead.

      “Artemis went to the white worms lair and Melany and her friends followed her there. For what purpose, I can’t even start to question. They knew she was going to rescue Georgina, her friend, so why would they follow her there?”

      He walked the stage like a magician. Sleight of hand. Look over here, while I feed you a bunch of bullshit lies.

      “I had a vision in which I saw my sister being suffocated by dark power. Powers that only Melany possesses now that Hades is gone. When they returned to the academy with their friend, Melany told me that the cave collapsed, and that was how Artemis died. That is a bald face lie. My sister was a great warrior, strong. A few tons of rock and dirt wouldn’t be able to kill her. So, she had to have already been dead before the cave-in.”

      There were more than a few leaps of logic in his story, but I didn’t have the chance to tell him that.

      “Melany killed Artemis!” He swung around and pointed at me. “Of that I have no doubt in my mind.”

      A wave of shocked gasps surged through the coliseum. If this had been a real trial, in front of a jury of my peers, I could already predict the verdict. Guilty as hell.

      Georgina stepped forward. She was shaking, she was so upset. Her skin flushed red, and her voice trembled with rage. “You are lying. There was someone else in that cave. Melany didn’t try to kill Artemis with her power. After we got out, she wanted to go back and help Artemis but the ground sunk in front of us.”

      “I had a vision, girl. I saw it. My visions are never wrong,” Apollo assured, like someone not accustomed to being questioned.

      “She never used her powers on her—”

      “Then who did? Tell me that, huh? Who else possesses dark power like that?” His voice was smug, reflecting his absolute certainty.

      “I don’t know, but it wasn’t Melany.” Tears escaped her eyes, effortlessly rolling down her cheeks, and it tore me apart to see them there. She’d been inside one of those giant worms, kidnapped and dragged into the bowels of the earth. She’d suffered enough, couldn’t anybody see that?

      I bolted to my feet. I’d had enough. “This sham is over. I’m not going to sit here and defend myself against things I didn’t do.”

      Barely resisting the urge to bare my teeth at him like a feral animal, I glowered at Apollo.

      “I didn’t kill your sister. I’m sad she’s dead, but it wasn’t by my hand. And I didn’t kill Hades to take his power, that’s just hurtful to hear. Now, Zeus, I killed but in self-defense. He was going to kill me. He was going to slaughter all of you.” I swung my arm around the stage to include Gods, demigods and recruits. “If he’d had his way, you’d all be dead so he could gain more power. So, you’re welcome! You should be kissing my ass…”

      “She killed Revana!” A voice I didn’t recognize shouted.

      I spun around to the bleachers, to find a boy I didn’t know standing there, making the accusation. Who was he? “What did you say? Who told you that?”

      “Mia did!” He turned to look over at Mia, who wasn’t on the stage beside Jasmine but in the crowd with everyone else. That wasn’t right. It couldn’t be. “She said she saw you deliberately drop Revana in the chasm.”

      What the hell?! Why on earth would she say that?

      Before I could respond, there was a loud pounding at one of the closed doors. The sound echoed throughout the coliseum. It came again, making some people jump and others murmur nervously, then the doors slammed open and a form with golden wings zipped into the space like a giant bee.

      My heart leapt into my throat and I gasped.

      It was Artemis.

      She flew around the room, looking confused and upset. I studied her as she moved. The toga she always wore was torn and shredded in some places, specked with dirt. Her blond curly hair was dirty and in disarray surrounding her face. A face marred by flecks of soil, and a few small cuts.

      A storm of emotion raged in her eyes, and yet, there was also a blankness. The lights were on, but I wasn’t sure that anyone was home.

      “Sister!” Apollo shouted at her, spreading his arms wide for an embrace. “You’re alive. I’m so happy to see you. We all thought you were dead.”

      She didn’t respond to his comments, or to his voice. Instead, she continued to gawk all around her, her gaze flitting from person to person. It looked like she didn’t recognize anyone. Her confusion was evident in every jerky movement she made.

      “Artemis?” Apollo called after her, starting to notice that she wasn’t acting normal. “What’s going on?” He unfurled his wings and rose into the air next to her. It was like approaching an injured bird. A very dangerous bird with a sword.

      Unsheathing her blade, she swung it at him, making a grunting sound deep in her throat. Luckily, Apollo was quick, and he was able to duck from her swing, flying backward to give her space.

      “What the hell is wrong with her?” he shouted down to us.

      “She’s dead,” I spoke the words flatly, listening to the ripple of gasps and shocked murmurs spreading through the room.

      Frowning, Apollo floated down toward me. I cast him a glower that I hoped conveyed that I wasn’t interested in him getting too close to me. “What do you mean she’s dead? She’s right here in front of us.”

      Lucian and the others came to stand around me in a half-circle of protection, and I felt myself grow stronger with the people I trusted at my back. Prometheus also came to my side. So, now he was starting to believe me? I wanted to say that I told him so.

      “I told you that Death was gone. This is the result.”

      Before I could explain further, more guards rushed into the auditorium. One of them ran up onto the stage, heading toward Prometheus. He was pale, his expression dismayed. “Sir. We’ve had a distress call from Pecunia.”

      “What is it? What’s going on?”

      The guard swallowed. “They said the dead have risen, and they are eating people.”
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      Commotion swept the coliseum as the news spread about the dead rising in Pecunia. I heard a few frightened gasps, and at least one person started crying. I was sure it was the boy who had accused me of killing Revana.

      Trying to restore order, Prometheus raised his hands. “Everyone calm down. First years, please return to your dorm rooms. Second years please return to your hall. Everyone else remains here so we can coordinate a response to the distress call.”

      “What should we do about her?” Dionysus gestured to Artemis, who was still flying around erratically and swinging her sword at anyone who tried to get near her, which presently included Apollo and Hermes.

      Prometheus grabbed one of the guards nearby. “Get the net.”

      While they tried to figure out how to contain a dead Goddess, I huddled with Lucian, Jasmine, and Georgina, frowning at Jasmine. “What’s going on with Mia? Why would she say that shit?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “When she first said it, I asked her, but she didn’t really give me an answer.”

      “It’s bullshit. You all know that, right?” My eyes connected with each of them, gauging their reaction.

      “Of course we know that,” Lucian replied.

      “Do you think someone got to her?” I asked. “She is in Hera’s blood clan.”

      Jasmine turned to look over at the bleachers where the third years were—those who had fought before—to find Mia sitting, arms wrapped around her chest. She wasn’t looking at anything but the floor. She did look lost, though. She even looked defeated.

      I was angry at her, but maybe she had a reason for saying what she did, and I would reserve my judgement until we found out the truth.

      “I’ll go talk to her.” Jasmine walked down the few steps from the stage, joining her girlfriend in the seats. She sat down beside her, but Mia didn’t look at her.

      My attention got nabbed when the guard returned with a huge net made with golden thread.

      “Clear the stage,” Prometheus ordered, waving his hands at everyone.

      We all stepped down, as three guards dragged the net to the center of the floor. Apollo landed next to it to inspect it.

      “It won’t hurt her, will it?” he questioned.

      I thought about reminding him that she was dead, but thought that might be a bit insensitive considering the circumstances, so I kept my mouth shut.

      He spun around to glare at me anyway—as if he’d read my thoughts—and picked up the edge of the net while Hermes and a guard grabbed the others. Lifting it into the air, they flew toward Artemis and cornered her. The goddess lashed out at them like a wild animal, but they threw the net on top of her.

      Artemis thrashed about, using her hands and sword to try to cut the line, but it had obviously been made of unbreakable threads, and her movements only helped to secure it around her even tighter. Carefully, they brought her back down to the stage.

      “Now what do we do with her?” Hermes asked Prometheus.

      “We should probably secure her in one of the cells until we can solve this situation.” He looked over at me. “Ideas?”

      “You’re asking me? That’s pretty bold of you.” I knew I was being facetious, but I was tired of being treated like a criminal in one hand and a savior in the other.

      “This doesn’t change anything,” Apollo spat. “She should still be on trial for murder. We should throw her in the same cell as Artemis and see how they get along.”

      “We’re going to need all hands on deck for this,” Prometheus argued.

      “Are you going to throw me in a cell after I lead the charge on this?”

      Prometheus kept my gaze. “It’s possible.”

      I thought about just escaping. I could easily, everyone was preoccupied, but I also knew that the army was going to need me if we were going to contain the situation. Lucian gave me a look that said he suspected what I was considering and he didn’t approve.

      I sighed. Sometimes being a hero sucked.

      “I suppose we’re going to need a lot of nets. There are over a thousand graves in Pecunia alone.”

      

      A half hour later, thirty recruits from the Demigods Academy, including Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina, Mia, and I, crossed the oceanic portal to Cala to battle the dead. Others like Diego and Cassandra came with us as well, despite her not having wings. She had insisted on helping, and since she’d developed a very cool light power that I’d seen her use in Tartarus, and then again aiding me to escape Hera, we welcomed her. Medusa and a handful of demigods also joined us, along with a few Gods.

      After emerging from the water, we took to the sky and flew to Pecunia. As we glided over the sparsely populated village, before reaching the city, a group of shambling forms dotted the land. It didn’t take long to realize those forms were people back from the dead, having dug themselves out of some shallow grave somewhere. We ignored those since they seemed not to be a danger to anyone, but the closer we got to the city, the more the dead began to attack.

      I pointed out a small group of shambling undead who had cornered a frantic looking woman and her little girl. “I’ll take care of that.”

      Lucian nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

      The two of us swooped down toward the pack of previously deceased that were reaching for the woman and girl, who had hoisted themselves up onto the roof of an SUV. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like any of them could climb. Their hands reached and missed over and over again, groaning every now and then.

      Without slowing down, Lucian picked up the woman while I scooped up the girl, flying them a block away to a quiet residential street so they could seek shelter. They thanked us and the little girl hugged my legs so tightly that I thought they were going to snap, then ran to a house whose owner had opened the door and beckoned them inside to safety.

      Once they were safe, we returned to the small pack of zombies. Landing on top of the building nearby, we wondered what we were going to do about them. Most of the bodies were pretty decayed—dead probably for a few years—some were missing limbs, others had skeletal arms, and one guy limped on a skinless leg. If it wasn’t so horrifying in principle, I was pretty sure I would’ve laughed.

      “What do we do with them?” I asked.

      Below us, the dead had gathered, reaching up toward the roof.

      Glancing around, Lucian’s gaze landed on the cars parked in the lot, then his eyes narrowed. “This is an auto repair shop. We could open the bay door, lead them inside, and then lock them up.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’ll work.”

      After we secured the small mob of zombies, we caught up with the rest of the group near the city center, where most of the problem seemed to concentrate. Someone had already deployed one giant net that captured a group of about thirty bodies. Unfortunately, there were a few casualties, and it seemed like three people suffered from scratches and bite marks. Thankfully, they were being treated by Chiron, who had accompanied us for that very reason.

      Lucian and I landed next to Jasmine and Georgina, who were trying to shepherd living people into a safe place.

      “How’s it going?” I asked them.

      “This is the craziest thing I think we’ve ever faced.” Jasmine shook her head.

      “I don’t know, I’d say the chimera was pretty crazy, and so was the typhon.” I chuckled.

      When I heard the dead were rising, I thought about the chimera immediately. I was very happy that the Furies had taken the body after we killed it, chopped it up and ate it as a delicacy. I’d never been so thankful for their grotesque eating habits. The last thing we needed was some half-crazed, three-headed monster showing up to devour people. Not to mention that if it was already dead, we’d really have a hard time killing it again.

      For the next few hours, we rounded up the walking deceased in nets, and fenced areas and in empty buildings with good locks. Some of the residents of Pecunia suffered mild injuries from running, and a few unlucky ones experienced more bites and scratches. Unfortunately, one young man had a big chunk of his leg torn out before we were able to get to him, but Chiron managed to stitch him up and put one of Dionysus’s healing concoctions on it. The guy would keep his leg, thankfully.

      I took to the air and did a reconnaissance flight along the surrounding neighborhoods, to make sure we’d rounded up all of them. Curious, I flew over the community I used to live in with the Demos. Their house wasn’t there anymore, the estate had been destroyed in the earthquake created by a cyclopes under the power of Aphrodite and her golden rope. It was just leveled ground now.

      It looked like it was getting ready for another estate to be built on the land, and I wondered if the Demos were the ones rebuilding. I’d forgotten to ask Callie and Mrs. Demos when I saw them a while back.

      Slowly descending, I landed on the space where the cottage I previously lived in had stood. I walked around the area, kicking at the loose stones on the ground. There had been big oak trees there, lilac bushes, and a beautifully landscaped garden with a fountain and cobblestone paths.

      I’d spent many days and nights running over the grounds, mostly running away from my responsibilities, trying to escape from my life here. A life that had felt stifling and strange, and not mine. What I would give to have that back for just a few hours. I would give anything to see Sophia again and feel her hands on mine, smelling the vanilla scent she always seemed to carry on her skin.

      It felt like a lifetime ago since I was last here, not just a mere three years.

      When I turned to leave, movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention. I swung back around to see someone shuffling across the dirt lot toward me, and I drew in a sharp breath. I recognized the blue flowered dress she wore, and the dark strands of hair—mere whisps now—on top of her head.

      My legs felt like jelly, and my knees nearly gave out the closer she got to me, but I didn’t dare move. I couldn’t. She kept shuffling toward me, one foot missing a shoe—her good temple shoes if I wasn’t mistaken—causing her to list to one side with each step.

      I held my breath until she was right in front of me. Her head rose, wispy dark strands stuck to her hollowed out cheeks, and I stared into brown eyes, opaque from the erosion of time. Her mouth opened, cracked lips ripping even more, and she let out a long, low groan.

      Tears sprung from my eyes, until there was a deluge down my cheeks. I reached for her, cupping her decaying face with my hands. She tried to snap at my fingers with broken browned teeth, but I held her head firmly.

      “Sophia. Oh Gods, Sophia.”
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      My broken heart shattered a little bit more as I stared into the decaying face of my mother.

      “I’ve missed you,” I croaked, my throat tightening from the flood of emotions flowing through me.

      Sophia groaned again, pushing forward, snapping her jaws on a type of autopilot, but I knew it wasn’t in response to what I’d said. Beyond any real sense of consciousness, she couldn’t really see or hear me, her daughter. She was just a shell of a person. There was no soul inside her now.

      My Sophia, the woman who adopted me after my parents died in a car crash, and raised me as her own, was gone, killed in the earthquake that leveled the Demos’s estate. There was nothing that could change that fact.

      Releasing my hold on her face, I took a step backward. She stumbled forward, trying to grab me with a swipe of her rotting fingers, but I easily dodged out of the way. My feet took another few steps away from her, and I watched her for another few seconds. Feeling too raw, I unfurled my wings and took to the sky once more.

      I left her there, stumbling around, lost. She wasn’t a threat to anyone. There was no one in the vicinity she could possibly hurt, so I flew back to the town center. When I touched down near the statue that had been erected for us in tribute, I found Lucian and the others. It looked like they’d contained the situation.

      “Where did you go?” Lucian set his hand on my arm, in that gentle way of his.

      “I went to my old neighborhood.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “There was nothing there.” I didn’t elaborate.

      His gaze searched my eyes, probably seeing that they were red and swollen from my tears, but he didn’t press me for details.

      Prometheus joined us then. “It looks like all the dead have been rounded up. Now we just need Thanatos to come back.” He gave me a pointed look.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Because you’re the only person I’ve known in a thousand years, who has spoken to Death and lived to talk about it.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do, ask nicely and he’ll just pop back to solve this shit?”

      Before Prometheus could respond, a loud screech reverberated from the sky. Everyone looked up, curious and scared. My stomach roiled when I recognized that sound. I’d heard it before, and I wasn’t the only one.

      Lucian and I shared a look. He, too, remembered that screech echoing off the craggy mountains of Tartarus.

      A huge ice-blue dragon crested over the hill, swooping down toward the town center. As it neared, I could see two figures riding on its back. There was no mistaking the golden hair, although most of it was missing, Aphrodite.

      “Holy shit!” Jasmine shouted, and I most definitely shared her distressed shock.

      For a split second, there was an unsettling, eerie silence that filled the square as everyone’s heads tilted up, and they stared wide-eyed at the encroaching horror. I could hear every heart beat, every intake of air from the people around me, while we all held our breaths in anticipation.

      A scream suddenly split the air, breaking the spell, and chaos reigned down upon us.

      Everybody scattered when Khione sprayed a stream of ice through the plaza, demolishing the mall that had been erected. Bits of stone and wood went flying everywhere. A piece of wood hit my boot, puncturing the leather while I dashed out of the way alongside Lucian and Jasmine. We ended up huddling just outside a pizza joint, under the awning with a few civilians, Prometheus and Chiron.

      “What do we do?” Jasmine asked.

      “Fight them off, protect the people, and try and not to die. Although, I guess today would be an okay day for that, since it won’t stick.”

      “And you wonder why I called you reckless,” Prometheus grumbled.

      “Do you have a better idea?” I challenged. Not waiting for his response, I stepped out from under the awning, Lucian and Jasmine followed.

      “We need to take Khione down. She’s causing the most damage,” Lucian concluded, assessing the destroyed square while the dragon flew around for a second attack.

      “What do you suggest?” Jasmine questioned, following his gaze.

      “Cutting off her head would do it,” I answered simply.

      Jasmine shuddered. “That’s gruesome.”

      “Agreed, but she’s already dead. She’s not going to feel it. Khione's beyond that. Once Aphrodite and Ares are on the ground, we should be able to neutralize their attacks.”

      “Maybe we should cut their heads off too,” Lucian offered, but I knew he’d said it sarcastically.

      “Not a terrible idea.”

      “I was joking.”

      “I know.” Smirking, I took to the sky.

      Once we were all up, I looked around to spot the others. We’d need everyone on this. I spied Bellerophon and Medusa taking a breather near the park. They were actually lounging on one of the benches, but they weren’t going to get a pass on this one.

      “We need Medusa on this,” I called to Jasmine and Lucian before swooping down to toward them.

      When I touched down, Bellerophon, outfitted in his usual black armor, jumped to his feet and immediately took up a defensive position with his sword.

      “Relax,” I snickered. “I’m not going to kill you.” I was joking, sort of, since everyone thought I was some villainous God killer now.

      Medusa snorted. She obviously liked my joke.

      A roar came from above and we all looked up as Khione made another pass over the town center, a new stream of ice erupting from her. Luckily, it did nothing but flash freeze a few cars parked on the street, because Georgina, Cassandra, and the other recruits, had gotten all the civilians off the roads and into the safety of the surrounding buildings.

      “More victims of yours, Melany?” Medusa gestured to the dragon and the two Gods riding on her back.

      “If you must know, Khione attacked Aphrodite and I tried to save her, but I was too late.”

      “What about Ares?”

      “He tried to kill me, and I defended myself.”

      I gave Lucian a look. He’d left out the part of Cassandra actually giving the killing blow to Ares. He was protecting her, and I respected that.

      “And then the mountain came down on all of them,” I explained.

      Snorting, Medusa shook her head, all one hundred of her tiny snake hairs hissed in my direction. “So, really, the only person you’ve actually killed is Zeus?”

      “Yup. And he deserved it.” I wouldn’t let anyone make me feel guilty about destroying the God of Lightening and Thunder. I’d done it to protect everyone who was important to me. I’d done it to avenge Hades.

      “I’m trying to decide if I believe you or not,” she retorted.

      “I really don’t care if you do. Right now, we have a bigger problem, and we need to take care of it.”

      Medusa shrugged, briefly glancing at Bellerophon. “What do you want us to do?”

      “Once we take down Khione, I need you to get close enough to Ares and Aphrodite, and turn them to stone. It’s the only way to stop them for good.”

      “All right, I guess I can do that. I can add them to my collection in the maze.”

      A mischievous glint illuminated her features. There were rumors and whispers about her in the academy too. They said that all the statues in the maze were once her lovers, who had disappointed her so she turned them to stone. She understood the power of gossip; it could easily make you either a hero or a villain…

      Or if you were really lucky, a legend.

      Before we took off, Georgina and Cassandra ran across the road to meet us. “What’s the plan?” Georgina asked.

      After swiftly filling her in, she agreed to stay on the ground with Cassandra, protecting the townspeople. Lucian, Jasmine, and I flew up and hovered over the square, waiting for Khione to make another round, which seemed to be her pattern.

      It made me wonder if the dragon was acting solely on instinct. Although, I believed something had made them come here, just like when I found Sophia at the house where she once lived. Even in death, there was something compelling them to do the things they were doing. Maybe the level of instinct and compulsion depended on how long they had been gone.

      It wasn’t long before we heard the thwack of large leathery wings flapping in the sky. Khione swooped over the plaza again with an ear-piercing screech that sent a shiver down my back. We each pulled our swords from their scabbards on our belts, and positioned ourselves apart in a triangle formation.

      I hoped that she was just on autopilot, and spewed ice across the square, so we could fly toward her after that, without having to worry whether she would sprays us or not. Opening her giant jaws, her icy breath erupted from her, cutting a line across the ground again. The second she closed her mouth, I zoomed toward her, sword at the ready. Lifting it over my head, I prepared to bring it down across her neck, when her head suddenly turned to look at me. Her mouth opened, and she shot at me.

      Shit. I’d miscalculated the situation.

      Thankfully, I was agile enough to dodge the icy bolt. With Khione’s attention on me, Lucian and Jasmine were able to get close and swing at her neck. They both landed solid blows that severed muscles and tendons along her throat. Her head drooped, hanging by only a few ribbons of flesh and some bone.

      I was about to let out a triumphant whoop, but shouted instead when I saw Ares swing the large spear he’d been holding at Lucian. The tip plunged through Lucian’s ribs and he was catapulted to the side, spiraling to the ground as he tried to regain control.

      Immediately, I shot toward him, but by the time I reached him he’d pulled out of the spear, and hovered a few feet from the street. Blood stained his shirt, dribbling through his fingers while a hand pressed against the wound along his right side.

      “You good?”

      He nodded, but I could see he was in pain.

      “Find Chiron. Get fixed up.”

      “I can still—”

      I shook my head. “You’re too important. Jas and I got this.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I gave him a small smile.

      After he flew over to the pizza joint where we’d left Chiron and Prometheus, I moved up to Jasmine, who waited nearby.

      “I’m going to distract it again, and you finish the job. But watch out for Ares.”

      She nodded, then soared back up to position herself. I did the same, just as Khione swung back around for another fly over of the plaza—her head hanging grotesquely from her neck. As she passed by, she opened her mouth but nothing came out. We must’ve severed the tubes that carried her power from where she generated it inside her body.

      I flew in front of her anyway, to get her attention. She tried to turn toward me but I could see her struggle. Jasmine came at her from the other side, and brought her sword down, finally severing her head.

      Khione immediately dropped to the ground. When she landed in a earth-shaking thud, Aphrodite and Ares were thrown from her back.

      From where I hovered, I spotted Medusa and Bellerophon running toward the downed dragon. Ares had already recovered from the fall, and was up and marching toward them, his spear ready at his side. To be honest, he didn’t look or act much differently than he had when he was alive.

      Reaching him first, Bellerophon blocked the blow of Ares’ weapon, then swung his blade, slicing off the God’s arm. Although, that didn’t seem to stop him from attacking the black knight again. Medusa rushed to him, took off her glasses, and focusing on him, she turned him to stone.

      I’d never seen the process before, so I assumed it would be an immediate transformation, but it wasn’t. It was like flash freezing, except with stone instead of ice. Starting at his feet, his flesh turned white, hardening into the mineral cell by cell, then it spread over his whole body until it enclosed his head. He was a statue, forever frozen mid action.

      It was unsettling.

      Not waiting to watch her do the same thing to Aphrodite, I dove back down to land near the pizza place, only to witness the commotion. I heard Jasmine’s cries before I saw her, and ran the rest of the way. Pushing a few recruits aside, who had gathered under the now frayed and torn awning, I found Jasmine, Lucian and Cassandra surrounding Mia who was up on a table being worked on by Chiron.

      “What happened?!”

      Jasmine gestured to her girlfriend’s stomach. There was a hole in it, ice crystals forming along the edges. Instantly, I realized what happened to the awning. The last beam of ice from Khione must have broken through it, piercing Mia before she could jump away.

      When Mia saw me, she lifted a hand toward me. I took it. “I’m sorry, Mel. I shouldn’t have said those things.” She coughed, her whole body shaking from the effort.

      “Don’t talk, Mia. Save your strength.”

      “Hera threatened me… she was going to expel me and go after my family…” She coughed again, and blood seeped between her lips.

      Gently shushing her, Jasmine wiped it away. Tears ran down her cheeks, and my heart ached for her.

      As Chiron used his healing power on Mia, I noticed that Lucian’s wound had thankfully been patched up and bandaged also by Chiron I imagined.

      While I watched Chiron, and heard Jasmine’s pleas for Mia to hold on, I felt a bit of a disconnect. Out of the corner of my eye, I swore I saw the shadows undulate and shimmer, so I turned toward them and stared, certain I spied someone moving inside the darkness. I knew who was there.

      Reaching out, I pulled the shadows toward me, yanking the being inside them as well, until I was completely shrouded in the darkness—removed from what was going on outside of it.

      “Fancy seeing you here, Thanatos.” I narrowed my eyes at Death.

      “Hello, Melany.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting.”

      “For what?”

      Through the veil of shadows, he lifted his skeletal hand, gesturing to Mia.

      “Why her? Why now, when you’ve let everything else go to hell?”

      “I have my orders.”

      “Where are the Fates? Are they with you?”

      “I can’t tell you where, but they are safely sleeping.”

      “You can’t have Mia,” I challenged. “I won’t let you take her.”

      Still, he didn’t say anything, and it was equal parts maddening and unnerving.

      “You can have me.”

      He turned his hooded head toward me. It was completely black inside the hood, but I knew he was looking at me. His gaze, if he had eyes, boring right through me to my very core.

      “You would sacrifice yourself for this girl?”

      “It’s not just Mia I’m doing this for. It’s for all of them. When the time is right, you can come and take me. But I get to choose the when and where. Deal?”

      “Yes, we have a deal.” With the ominous words, he started to fade back into the shadows.

      “Before you go, do the right thing. There are a lot of dead people walking around who shouldn’t be here. That’s your fault.”

      “Very well.” Lifting his hand, he snapped his skeletal fingers. Then he was gone, and I was back to standing under the torn awning with everyone else.

      My attention returned to Chiron. “How is she?”

      He gave me a stunned look. “She’ll live. I don’t know what happened, but her stomach is healing on its own.”

      “Good.”

      Frowning, Lucian came to my side. “Where did you go? You were here one second and the next you vanished.”

      “I took care of the situation.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Without answering, I gestured to the section of the park where we’d fenced in a group of dead. They were all back on the ground, unmoving.

      “You saw Death.”

      I nodded. “And now I’m pretty sure I know where the Fates are.”
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      After we helped the people of Pecunia return their dead to their proper burial spots, we went back to the academy. I was hesitant as to what kind of welcome I was going to receive, and whether or not Prometheus was just going to toss my ass back into a cell. I could’ve left. No one was stopping me, but I owed it to my friends to go back with them to make sure they were okay.

      The moment I went through the main doors, Apollo and Hera appeared, demanding that my prosecution be reconvened.

      “Melany will not be back on trial. She has been exonerated,” Prometheus announced, shocking us all with his change of heart.

      “By who?!” Apollo raged.

      “By me.” The titan seemed to grow another foot as he stared Apollo down, until the God swallowed and took a step back.

      Apollo’s furious glare focused on me. “I won’t ever forget this. It isn’t over between you and me.”

      “Whatever.” I shrugged.

      He didn’t like that response at all, and I thought he was going to explode right there and then, but Hera intervened. Setting her hand on his shoulder, she leaned down and whispered something in his ear. It must’ve been satisfactory to him for the moment, as he turned and walked away. Hera smirked at me, following him.

      I had no doubt that Hera had something major planned, and I needed to be ready.

      After that little scene, I went to the infirmary to check on Mia and Ren. When I arrived, everyone else was already there. My gaze found Lucian and Cassandra in a deep discussion with Chiron, while Jasmine sat with Mia, who was healing quickly. Georgina was at Ren’s bed, holding his hand. It looked like he was finally on the mend.

      This place of healing had become a sort of sanctuary for us. Or it could have been that one of us always seemed to be in here, recuperating from one injury or another.

      I joined Mia and Jasmine first. The instant Jasmine saw me, she stood, hugging me tightly. “I know you had something to do with her healing. Thank you.”

      When I pulled back, Mia grabbed my hand. “I told Prometheus the truth.”

      “Yeah, I figured since he didn’t lock me up.”

      “I’m sorry, I—” Her voice cracked.

      “It’s okay. I understand wanting to protect your family.”

      Leaving them to convalesce together, I joined Georgina and Ren. He looked lucid and gave me a smile. “I’m sorry I missed all the excitement.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there will be another battle for you to join in soon enough.”

      His eyes narrowed. “That sounds like a warning.”

      I shrugged. “Nah, just a prediction. We’re always fighting this or that. It’s our job now.”

      “I see you’re in one piece,” Lucian said, coming over to our side with Cassandra.

      “Yup. Prometheus wouldn’t let Apollo rip me limb from limb, so that’s good.”

      A chuckle escaped him. “You said something about the Fates. That you know where they are?”

      Sighing, I nodded. “I’m pretty sure they’re tucked away in the most obvious place. A place I’ve already been to.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll tell everyone later. Right now, I think we could all use some downtime.” Feeling the tension on my shoulders, I rolled them. “I could do with a good flight though. Burn off some of this energy. Want to join me?”

      “Yeah. We haven’t gone flying in a while.”

      Once we were outside, we both stretched out our wings, then slowly rose into the air together. Soon we were flying over the academy and grounds, weaving in and around each other, as we’d done in the past. I took off, and Lucian chased me. It had been a long time since we’d played around as if we didn’t have a care in the world.

      I couldn’t remember the last moment that I felt like the world and all of its problems weren’t sitting on my shoulders.

      

      We played chase and tag for over an hour. By the time we landed on the shore of the lake to take a break, every muscle in my body ached. It was a good ache. The one that told you, you were alive and well, healthy.

      Lucian picked up a flat stone from the ground. “I bet I can skip it five times.”

      “You’re on. What do I win if you can’t?”

      “What do you want?”

      My face scrunched up, thinking about the most embarrassing thing I could make him do. “I want you to stand up on the table during dinner, and sing Justin Timberlake’s ‘Sexy Back’.”

      Lucian laughed. “No way.”

      “I bet you have a great singing voice.”

      “You’d bet wrong then.”

      Grabbing a flat stone, I fired it across the lake. It bounced four times then sunk. I turned and gave him a little curtsy. “Beat that if you can.”

      I watched Lucian step up to the edge of the lake, the sunlight glinting off the gold in his hair, giving him the most breathtaking glow, and felt a pang of regret in my gut. I wished we could have more of these times together. Simple. No expectations. Just a chance to be ourselves, without pretense. Without the weight of our past decisions pressing down on us.

      I wanted to be free of that. I wanted Lucian to be free of me.

      He let the rock go, and it skipped across the water, once, twice, three times, then four… and a fifth time. Pumping his fist into the air, he let out a loud whoop.

      “Ha! In your face.” His laughter danced around us.

      “Good job.” I raised my hand for a high-five and he slapped it, intertwining his fingers with mine and lowering our joined hands.

      His smile disappeared as he tugged me a little closer to him. He looked me in the eyes, and I didn’t shy away. We stood like that, staring at each other while the breeze blew around us, and the waves of the lake lapped against the shore. Birds chirped from nearby trees. It was a perfect moment. Frozen in time forever.

      The way he held my hand and the way he gazed into my eyes, as if forever memorizing me, told me he knew why I’d brought us here to the lake. The place where we’d first made love.

      My hand lifted to his face, cupping his cheek. “You are the most loving, compassionate, heroic man I’ve ever known. I’ve been so lucky to know you, like I have. You will always have a piece of my heart and soul to the day I die.”

      He covered my hand with his. “Why do I get the sense that you’re saying goodbye, goodbye, and not just breaking up with me?”

      “I’m freeing you, Lucian. You know it’s the right thing.”

      His gaze searched mine for a long moment, while he bit his bottom lip. “I know.”

      “I love you, but not in the way you deserve.”

      “I love you too, but I guess not in the way you want.”

      Slowly, he lowered his hand, and mine dropped too. Wrapping my arms around him, I hugged him close, feeling him reciprocate. With a sigh, kissed the side of my head and let go.

      When we pulled apart, I gave him a wry smile. “I’m pretty sure Cassandra is in love with you.”

      “I know,” he said with a bit of a shy lift to his shoulders.

      “She’s pretty cool. I like her. She ain’t no Melany Richmond, but hey?” I gave an exaggerated shrug that made him laugh.

      “Your ego is a force all on its own.”

      I doubled over, laughing hard.

      After the bittersweet flight back to the academy, Lucian excused himself, saying he had a job to do with Heracles before we entered the main doors, and he flew in another direction—toward the west training fields. I didn’t know if that was true, or an excuse, but I couldn’t blame him for it. It wasn’t going to be easy between us now that the deed was done, and we’d both need time.

      The second I stepped inside the school, I knew who I wanted to see and to talk to next. I made a pit stop at Dionysus’s office, as he had all the good junk food stashed away in his cupboards. Once I took a few bags of chips, some gummy bears and a huge bar of chocolate, I strode through the corridors to Demeter’s Hall, out the back and into the garden where I knew I’d find Georgina digging away in the dirt.

      When she looked up, the surprise on her face was comical. “What are you doing here?”

      I tossed down all the snacks and folded my legs down on a patch of grass next to her. “Thought we could use some good food for a change. I’m getting tired of protein bars and power smoothies.”

      She gave me a challenging look. “That’s not what you eat, Mel. You happily gorge on pancakes, fruit, and whipped cream every morning.”

      “Okay, but it’s what you eat. So, I thought you could use some fun food for a change.” Tearing open the chocolate bar, I snapped off half, and handed it to her.

      Gina shoved the whole thing in her mouth, her eyes rolling back in supreme pleasure as she chewed. I bit off a piece and let it melt in my mouth, enjoying the way it tasted on my tongue. It was funny what a person found pleasure after months and months of pain and suffering.

      After I finished the chocolate, I laid back on the patch of grass, closed my eyes, and soaked up the sunlight that streamed down on me.

      “What’s going on, Mel?”

      I pried open one eye to peek at Georgina as she stared at me. “I’m trying to enjoy the day. You should be doing the same.” My hand reached for her metal arm, pulling her down to the ground with me. The patch of grass was small, so we had to huddle together to fit. Which was fine by me.

      A long sigh escaped her, and I wondered how long it had been since she’d taken a day to relax. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I did since being here. Maybe it had been with Lucian during our first year, maybe it had been with Hades during my training. It didn’t really matter.

      “This is my favorite spot,” Georgina confessed. “I feel good when I’m here.”

      I turned onto my side so I could look at her. “Promise me you’ll take more time for yourself.”

      Her head turned to me, brow furrowing. “Mel, I don’t like it when you talk like this.”

      “It’s fine. Everything’s fine.” I slung my arm around her. “Let’s just lay here for a bit, okay? Before everything gets complicated again.”

      “Okay.”

      Snuggling closer to her, I rested my head against her shoulder and closed my eyes. Sunrays warmed my skin, and I let my body relax. For the next few minutes, or an hour, or more, I wasn’t going to think about the future. Think about what I had to do and what it was going to cost to do it. I was just going to lay there next to my best friend and let the sun melt away every problem, every care.

      I was just going to be Melany, a rebellious girl with blue-hair, and a penchant for pancakes… not a demigod who was going to save the world. Again.
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      Dinner in the dining hall was a somber affair. I supposed everyone felt like there was something hanging over us. Something that had to be done.

      I picked at my food, despite it being pizza—my favorite. Sitting on the opposite side of the table, Lucian watched me now and then, but I looked up to catch him, he’d look away. This was our first time together after our rendezvous at the lake. The tension was palpable, and I suspected everyone felt it.

      After we’d eaten and the dining hall cleared of recruits, I asked Jasmine, Georgina, Lucian and Cassandra to meet me in the maze, away from prying eyes and curious ears—Mia and Ren were still laid up in the infirmary. Basically, I just didn’t want Hera to catch wind of our meeting.

      Flying down to the center of the labyrinth, I found the others already there, waiting.

      “This is about the Fates?” Lucian asked.

      I nodded. “They’re in the Temple of Night.”

      “How do you know?” Jasmine asked.

      “It’s something Thanatos said when I saw him in Pecunia. I think Nyx is the one pulling the strings.”

      “Why would Nyx want to resurrect Zeus?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”

      “How?”

      “We’re going to sneak into the Temple of Night.”

      “And how are we going to do that?” Jasmine asked.

      “Through our dreams.”

      There was movement in the bushes, and a form moved out of the darkness, carrying a torch. The firelight illuminated Hecate’s face as she approached us.

      “Hecate’s going to help us summon Hypnos, and we’re going to convince him to help us in.”

      Lucian grabbed my arm and pulled me off to the side. “The last time I saw Hecate she was an incoherent zombie wandering the lake’s shore. She looked like she hadn’t showered in weeks. At least it looks like she combed her hair. Besides that, I couldn’t get two words out of her, now she’s helping us?”

      “You’re right, Lucian, I was lost,” Hecate answered. “Something happened to my memories when I crossed over with Melany, they were confused and jumbled. But everything came back to me. Every memory, every hurt, every moment of love. It’s that love I’m banking on.”

      “Why would Hypnos help us?” Lucian asked.

      “Because he and Hecate were once lovers, and Nyx destroyed their relationship. I’m hoping he wants some payback,” I explained

      To summon Hypnos, Hecate had us lay on the ground toe to head in a pentagon. She sat in the center with her torch and sprigs of juniper. Burning it would put us in a relaxed state, like being drugged, just on the edge of sleep. The witch mentioned Hypnos and his dream creatures would come for us, and when he was almost upon us, she would nudge me awake so we could have a little chat.

      Despite everything that had happened in oblivion, I trusted Hecate, even when the others didn’t. I knew what she’d been through, what Nyx had done to her when she snapped her out of existence because she didn’t like it that Hecate was having a relationship with her son Hypnos.

      Following Hecate’s instructions, we took a few deep breaths while she burned the juniper over the torch flame. The air instantly filled with the woodsy cedar-like smell, and I closed my eyes trying to relax. Inhaling the smoke with another deep breath, my body instantly melted into the ground, every muscle going limp and lax. I felt floaty, almost like I’d been drugged. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, and I stifled the giggles that were trying to erupt inside me at the most inappropriate moment.

      Soon, I was deep under the thrall of darkness and I felt sleep just a blink away. I could hear a scratching sound that I didn’t like, and the vibration of something flapping around my face sent a shiver down my body. Hecate pinched my toe and my eyes snapped open.

      Suddenly, I was face to face with tiny, glowing red eyes, and a leathery black face of some kind of feline-like, demonic creature with bat wings. It hissed at me when it noticed I was awake, and not asleep as it had thought.

      Glancing up, I found Hypnos clad in a long black robe, his dream creatures sitting on his shoulders, and one perched on top of his head. His hollow face was turned toward Hecate, and if he had features, I suspected they would’ve been twisted into a mask of surprise at seeing his old lover.

      “Hecate,” he breathed.

      “Hello, Hypnos.”

      He grabbed her hand in his. “I never thought I’d ever see you again.”

      “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

      He raised a hand and cupped her hollow cheek. “If I had known what she would do…how did you get out?”

      “I brought her home,” I informed, moving closer to him, making his little creatures squawk and hiss at me as I did. “I found her in oblivion when your mother snapped me there and I got us out.”

      His attention turned toward me. “Now, I guess you want something from me.” He gestured to the others who were just on the edge of sleep, where I’d been. “You summoned me for a purpose.”

      “Yup, I want you to sneak us into the temple.”

      “No way. Not happening.”

      “Your mother is up to something. Something bad, but I’m sure you already know that.”

      Without answering, Hypnos sighed, slumping onto one of the stone benches. He reached into his pocket and slid out a joint—lighting it with his Zippo lighter that had a bunch of Zzzz’s on it. “I don’t want to be involved.”

      “You are already involved.”

      “What did my idiot brother say to you?”

      “He didn’t really say anything definitive, but your response just confirmed it for me.”

      Letting out a heavy breath, he took another hit. “Fine. I don’t know if I can get you inside, but I can get you close,  but then you are on your own.” He stood, pinched off the end and tucked the joint back into his robe, walking over to Hecate. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      Taking her hand in his, he brought it up to where his face should’ve been, and kissed it. Although, I wasn’t sure how he could without lips, but by the look on Hecate’s face, he did just that.

      “Will there ever be another chance for us?” he asked her.

      “Help Melany in any way you can, help her friends, and maybe we can talk about it.”

      Nodding, his gaze returned to me. “Okay, lie back down and go to sleep. My buddies here will do the rest.”

      At the mention of his buddies, one of the creatures made a strange chattering noise. I realized it was laughing. That didn’t make me feel very confident about its ability to help me do anything, but I had to trust Hypnos. There was no other way into the temple. Nyx would certainly hear us if we went through the portal that Tisiphone and I used. I didn’t want to risk climbing the staircase of stars with the possibility of being thrown off them.

      I lay back down between Jasmine and Lucian, closing my eyes. Once Hecate waved the burning juniper over my face, I instantly fell back into a drugged state. Consciousness slowly left my mind, letting Hypnos do his job. The sound of fingers snapping reached me, and then I tumbled into sleep.

      At first, there was just darkness, but soon I could see a pinpoint of light growing with each second, until I was in an empty white space. Lucian, Jasmine, and Cassandra were there too, looking about as confused as I felt.

      Lucian lifted a hand in front of his face. “Is this real? Where are we?”

      “We should be going into the dreamworld. Hypnos promised he’d take us to the Temple of Night.”

      The sound of flapping wings and chattering teeth swiftly filled the white space, and we all whipped around, looking for the source. I knew what it was that was coming, but it still didn’t prepare me for the deluge of demonic-looking creatures swarming in our direction and trying to seize us. The others started to fight against the tiny clawed hands.

      “Don’t! Let them grab you,” I shouted.

      “What are they?” Jasmine grimaced as two of them pulled at her hair.

      “Oneiroi. They’re dream creatures. They’ll be taking us to the temple.”

      One by one, we were all lifted into the air by the winged beings holding onto our hair, clothes, and hands. It was definitely uncomfortable in more ways than one, but it had to be done. We were flown out of the empty space and into a dark place that twinkled with stars. It was actually quite beautiful. The pinpoints of light started to change colors. From white to purple, then blue, and all the hues of the rainbow until we were zooming through, all the colors exploding around us like fireworks.

      It all abruptly stopped, making my stomach feel like it had rushed up to my throat, and we were dropped onto a black spot of grass on the edge of a cliff. When I got to my feet I could see Nyx’s temple in the distance. We were in the sky realm. Hypnos did it.

      “Now what?” Lucian asked.

      “Now we find the Fates. They’re here somewhere. I’m pretty sure that Hypnos put them to sleep, and that’s why everything is so messed up. Thanatos mentioned something when I saw him. He probably didn’t mean to, but who knows? Death is funny that way.”

      “You’re the only one who’s been here before, where do we go?” Lucian gestured to the night realm.

      “Let’s try the garden first.”

      I led them across the plain of black grass and violet bushes. Everything here was as dark as the Goddess herself. As we approached the garden, I slowed my steps, my gaze flittering from one area to the next. The last thing we needed was to be ambushed by Nyx and snapped out of existence. We had to find the Fates, wake them up before Hera could get here and force them to rethread Zeus’s lifeline.

      My hand instinctively brushed over my pocket, where I kept Hades’s thread. It was a reminder to give me strength for what I had to do.

      Soon. Soon we’ll be together.

      Continuing to walk while the others followed close behind me, we came to a stone archway that was the entrance to the oasis.

      “What are we looking for exactly?” Jasmine whispered.

      “I guess we’ll know when we see it.”

      I motioned for them to enter, and we all came into the garden searching the grounds for three sleeping Fates, which we didn’t find.

      “They must be in the temple.” I gestured to the imposing gothic castle made of black marble.

      “What’s the play here?” Lucian asked. “What do we do when we find them?”

      “Wake them up. Then everything should realign itself, and Zeus will stay dead with no chance to be resurrected.” I shrugged. “At least I hope that’s what happens.”

      “And no chance of resurrecting me, darling…”

      His voice whispered in my ears, making me shiver.

      “I know. That’s not the plan anymore.”

      Darting out of the wooded enclosure, we made our way up the large stone steps to the temple, and to the closed double doors. It was not the way I had come before. I tried the handles, the doors were locked. “Shit.”

      Georgina was alongside me. “Let me try.” Her metal hand curled around one of the handles and squeezed. It disintegrated in her vice grip, until she was able to push the door open with ease.

      We all went inside, careful to make as little noise as possible, but it was difficult as the entire realm had a heady silence to it. The stillness was cloying and actually brushed against my skin like dew drops, so every step inside sounded like a loud thud to my ears.

      I didn’t know what to expect from this entrance into the temple, but it soon became apparent that it was just one big throne room, with no other noticeable rooms inside it. We ended up in the same hall where I’d first seen Nyx sitting on her black throne, blending into the stone itself. As far as I could tell, we were alone right now.

      “There’s no one here,” Lucian murmured. “Maybe we should just leave before it’s too late.”

      Glancing around me, I was almost inclined to agree, but Thanatos had more or less told me the Fates were here. Where were they?

      I was about to suggest that we take another tour of the grounds, when Cassandra dropped to the floor and started to seize. We all crouched next to her, cautious and concerned, Jasmine held her head so it didn’t bounce on the harsh ground, and waited as she had her vision.

      After a few minutes, Cassandra stopped moving, then she slowly blinked open her eyes. Lucian helped her sit up gently.

      “Are you okay?”

      Slowly, she nodded, but her gaze came to land on me. The way she regarded me told me all I needed to know about what her vision had revealed. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into a hug.

      “Don’t tell them. Please don’t tell them,” I whispered into her ear.

      When I leaned back and looked her in the eyes, she gave me a nod, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Unfortunately, that was short lived.

      A raspy chuckle came from the dais behind us the next second, and we all turned to see the shadows undulating. Nyx, the Goddess of Night, materialized.
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      I jumped to my feet. The others did too; Lucian wrapped an arm around Cassandra who was still shaking from her vision. The Goddess of Night was both glorious and terrible to behold. You didn’t want to look at her, but also couldn’t turn away. Her skin was as black as ink as were her clothes, so the only things you could see were her star-lit eyes, and the crescent moon on her forehead. Yet, there was no mistaking the two robed figures on either side of her. Thanatos and Hypnos, her sons.

      “Nice to see you again, Nyx,” I greeted sarcastically.

      Her star eyes flashed on and off as she blinked. “There’s nothing nice about seeing you again, Melany. You’re a giant pain in the ass to be honest.”

      “Ouch. That almost hurt my feelings.”

      “I underestimated your tenacity. I never thought you’d find a way out of oblivion.”

      “I had help.”

      She walked down the steps of the dais, nodding. “Hecate. I’d almost forgotten she even existed.”

      “She hasn’t forgotten you or what you’ve done.”

      “Ah, so that’s how you got here.” She turned to, I assume, glare at Hypnos. “She still has a hold on my son, I see.”

      “That must suck, having your son betray you.”

      She chuckled again, and it sent another shiver down my back. “Not all my sons are betrayers.”

      The sound of scuttling and chattering filled the hall until we were surrounded by fifty Oneiroi. One of them flew to her, landing on her outstretched hand. She brought it to her face and nuzzled it, making kissy sounds.

      “Gross,” Jasmine murmured under her breath and we shared a look, shuddering.

      When the Goddess waved her hand, the little demonic creatures flew toward us, grabbing at our hair and clothes. They were trying to restrain us. I smacked one away, but another took its place. Jasmine and I both tried to use our fire power, but it wasn’t effective.

      I pulled my lightning to the surface, electrifying my skin, but it didn’t do much either. It was like the little jolts of electricity were tickling their little hands. They made weird giggling noises, then just grab me again.

      “They’re dream creatures, they’re not based in reality. None of your powers will work against them.” Nyx cackled, and it was like sandpaper being scratched together.

      While we struggled against them, knocking one away after another, there seemed to be more streaming in like cockroaches—cat-sized, bat-like winged cockroaches with tiny pointed teeth and beady red eyes.

      Lucian tried to get his wings out so he could fight them in the air, but they swarmed all over his wings, making them and him immobile. Eventually, so many of them piled on him, that they forced him, face first, onto the stone floor. More came and we all ended up trapped, and unable to move.

      When the far door of the hall opened, Hera, followed by Apollo, entered. As they drew closer I saw that Apollo carried the old wooden spinning wheel from the Cave of Memory. I thought I’d broken it, but obviously it had been repaired. Or maybe it couldn’t ever be completely destroyed.

      Hera’s gaze flickered over to us. “I see you handled that problem, finally.”

      “How was I to know that she was clever enough to escape oblivion.”

      “Yes, she is proving to be a lot smarter than I gave her credit for.”

      Hera and Apollo stood at the base of the dais. Apollo set the wheel down on the ground.

      “Shall we get this over with?” Hera asked, gesturing to the wheel.

      “Of course.” Nyx nodded to Hypnos, and he raised his hand in the air, slowly lowering it.

      At first, I didn’t understand what he was doing, but then I saw the Fates suspended mid-air, eyes closed as if they were asleep, floating down from the cathedral ceiling.

      “I don’t get why you’re doing this, Nyx,” I called out to her. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      She came down the remaining steps and approached me. “Because I want more. I’m tired of staying in the sky. I want to spread my darkness. I want a piece of the mortal realm.”

      “And you think Zeus will grant you that power?”

      She didn’t say anything, so I assumed that was what she thought.

      “There’s no way Zeus will share power with you. If Hera promised you that, she’s lying. Zeus doesn’t share power with anyone.”

      “He shared it with Hades.” Her eyes flashed toward me again. “And with him gone, there’s room for a new mistress of the dark.”

      “Yeah, me.”

      Laughter escaped her, echoing on the room loudly. I had to grit my teeth to bear it. “Oh, child, you are delusional. I love it. It’ll make all of this so much more gratifying.” The Goddess turned back around and moved toward the Fates, who hovered five feet above the floor.

      “Wake them,” she demanded of her son.

      Hypnos’s hand touched each of the robed women on the forehead, just below their crowns made of thorns. One by one they woke, and were set back onto their feet.

      Hera handed Zeus’s severed thread to Clothos. “Reweave it.”

      Taking the golden lifeline, the Fate padded over to the spinning wheel. Her fingers ran over its wooden curves like a man caressing a woman’s skin. Reaching into her robe, she took out a spindle of golden thread and set it over the stick at the top of the wheel. Slowly, she bent to sit, and a stool magically appeared beneath her backside.

      Ironically, I fell mesmerized by the Fate’s actions, as she used her foot to get the wheel spinning. We were witnessing the design of a life. The moment where the soul was created and weaved into a golden piece of silk. When I looked over at the others, they each had similar looks of awe on their faces.

      Clothos took Zeus’s old thread and wrapped it around a new piece of silk, but it wouldn’t stay. It kept unthreading, as if it knew it wasn’t meant to become whole.

      “What’s happening?” Hera demanded. “Why isn’t it working?”

      Clothos’s head tilted toward Hera. Her features covered by her veil so I couldn’t see if she was actually looking at the Goddess. “To weave this again, we need blood.”

      Hera held out her hand. “Take it from me.”

      The Fate’s head slowly shook. “It must be from a hero.”

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I turned to look at Lucian on the ground. As our gazes met, I felt the whole world fall out from under me.

      Apollo stepped forward. “Take mine.”

      “You are not pure of heart and soul.”

      Seething, Hera looked over at Lucian as well, pointing a condemning finger his way. “Bring him.”

      The Oneiroi picked him up and dragged him over to Hera.

      “NO!” I shoved at the little creatures, trying not only to move, but to get my hands free.

      Jasmine, Georgina and Cassandra all shouted with me, struggling against their restraints. As soon as Lucian was close enough, Hera withdrew a dagger from her belt, setting it to his throat.

      “Take me instead!” I screamed. “Exchange my life for his.”

      Surprised, Hera, lowered the blade, glancing over at Clothos. “Can this be done?”

      The Fate turned her head toward me, then nodded. “Yes, she is of pure heart and soul. She will satisfy the requirements.”

      Despite the circumstances, relief surged through me to hear that. Deep inside I worried that my heart was now as dark as Nyx’s, and my soul had become as corrupted as Hera’s.

      As the creatures dragged me forward, they took Lucian back to where the others were while he kicked and roared.

      “Don’t do this!” Lucian begged.

      My eyes went to him, seeing the young man I’d fallen for the night he pulled me out of the water. The beautiful generous soul of a hero. My love for him would always exist. Nothing could destroy it. Not even death.

      Screaming, Jasmine and Georgina struggled against the hold the Oneiroi had on the them. I loved them for it. I loved the fight and heart of each of my soul sisters. I’d never find two stronger, or more compassionate warriors.

      Cassandra just stared at me. She’d known this was coming. She’d seen it in her vision. Yet, I nodded to her reassuringly.

      “Remember, there wouldn’t be darkness without light!” I shouted.

      “Blue!” Lucian raged. “Fight them!”

      A smile curved my lips as I held his gaze, and Hera pressed her dagger against my throat. “Always.”

      Before she could slice open my neck, I looked over her shoulder at Thanatos who still stood unflinching on the dais.

      “Do it!” My eyes snapped to Hypnos. “Keep your promise to Hecate!”

      Thanatos snapped his fingers, fulfilling the deal we’d made, just as a second snap echoed in the room. Satisfaction coursed through me, knowing my friends would be safe.

      I closed my eyes against the swell of the brightest light I’d ever experienced.
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      LUCIAN

      With a snap of Thanatos’s deadly fingers, Melany vanished from sight.

      One second she was there, Hera’s knife cutting into her throat, the next she was gone. Poof, disappeared.

      “Nooo!” I broke away from the little demons’ clutches, or they let go, I wasn’t sure, and ran toward her. I was too late though. Melany was already gone.

      Screams erupted from Hera too, but for very different reasons.

      Hypnos’ had snapped his fingers as well, and a light as powerful as the sun pressed down on her, Apollo, and Nyx instantly. Hera dropped to her knees, arms flying to her face to block the brightness, but it wasn’t enough to combat the power of it. Soon, her skin started to blacken and crack like a piece of chicken on the barbecue.

      Apollo’s eyes closed, his face basking in the harsh glow, except he looked like a golden statue, frozen in place. Nyx’s screech split the air, and she suddenly exploded into fragments of black glass. Pieces of her dropped onto the floor, making sharp, tinkling noises like tiny bells ringing.

      Shocked, I turned to see the source of the blinding light, my hand lifting to shield my eyes so I wouldn’t go blind.

      Cassandra floated high above us in the air, eyes glowing white, arms flung out to the sides, while her whole body radiated like a small sun. It was spectacular to witness.

      Jasmine and Georgina stood behind her too stunned to move, admiring her from under their hands, mouths agape.

      Then the light blinked out of existence, like turning off a light switch, and Cassandra floated down to the ground. I reached her before she could fall over, and wrapped my arm around her. Her body sagged against me, completely exhausted.

      “Is it over?” Jasmine asked as she stepped up beside me.

      “I think so.”

      “What about Melany?” Georgina’s gaze surveyed the hall.

      Releasing a burdened breath, Cassandra shook her head. “She’s gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” My gut tightened, not wanting to know the answer.

      “She’s dead.” Thanatos and Hypnos floated across the hall to hover in front of us. They were twins in black robes and nothingness under the hood, except thick black space.

      “Melany made a deal with me over your friend’s life.” He nodded to Jasmine, and I realized he meant Mia. “She promised to surrender her soul to me, on a time of her choosing, if it would save you. All of you. And I accepted.”

      Tears rolled down Jasmine’s cheeks instantly, her head falling. “Oh, Mel,” she whispered as Georgina pulled her into a hug. Their sobs pierced me right in the heart and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      The room shifted under my feet with the revelation, and I doubled over, trying to take in air. But it wouldn’t come. My chest constricted so tightly, gripping me like a vice, and I was certain I’d never breathe again. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to.

      Melany was gone.

      How could I face that?

      A hand rested on my back, and I twisted around to see Cassandra rubbing it slowly, trying to soothe me. Surprisingly it did.

      “I will take you back to the academy,” Hypnos offered.

      “What about the Fates?” I peered over to where they’d been standing, to find that they were gone.

      “Back where they belong,” Thanatos offered. “In the Cave of Memory. Weaving, allotting, and cutting the threads of life.”

      “So, everything will be back to normal?” I questioned, although right now I wasn’t really sure what normal meant.

      Thanatos nodded. “Yes. People will be born, they will live, and they will die…”

      

      As promised, Hypnos returned us to the academy, back to the middle of the maze where we’d first gone to sleep. Hecate was there, sitting on the grass just as we’d left her, waiting. When she saw Hypnos, she went to him and they embraced.

      Turning toward us, she walked to my side and gently cupped my cheek. “Melany was a beautiful dark soul, and she will be missed.” Hecate moved over to Jasmine, Georgina, and then Cassandra, doing the same. “But she’s left pieces in each of you. Embrace them.”

      We left the maze and returned to the academy. It was still night so when we walked through the front doors, there was no one there waiting for us. There was no welcome community, or greeting, no fanfare for a heroes’ return. Once again, no one would know what Melany had done to save them, to save the world. What she had sacrificed for all of them. For us. For me.

      The halls were dark and empty as we walked them to get to the infirmary.

      Mia and Ren were both awake, and sitting up in their beds when we entered. It was as if they knew that something horrible had happened, and were waiting for us to return to share it with them.

      I did. I told them what had happened.

      Jasmine went to Mia when she started to sob uncontrollably. She sat on the bed pulling her into her arms and rocked her.

      Ren reached for my hand, and I sat in the chair beside his bed, allowing him to hug me. “I’m so sorry Lucian.”

      I didn’t know what to say. There were no words to express the pure heartbreak and misery I felt, so I didn’t say anything. I just sat there, numb, and let Ren cry for his friend, for my Blue, on my shoulder until he was empty…
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      SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      I dove into the pool of water that lead toward the portal to the mortal realm. Ren dove in next to me with Cassandra after him. Jasmine, Mia, and the others had already gone ahead of us. After I climbed out onto pier nine, dried off my body, I shook out my wings and shot to the sky. It took only about ten minutes to fly from Cala to Pecunia.

      The newly reconstructed town square, hummed with activity as I landed among my friends and peers in the park, in front of the erected stage. The place was filled  with people from all over the area. I nodded to Hephaistos and Heracles, who stood among the buzzing crowd, waiting for the big unveiling. The family Melany used to live with, Callie Demos and her mother, Mrs. Demos, stood in the audience close to the stage.

      Mayor Remis climbed the few stairs up, and stood at the microphone, tapping it once to check it was on. It made a loud thumping noise that echoed through the park. He laughed. “Just checking.”

      A few reciprocal chuckles came from the crowd.

      “Welcome, everyone! I’m so glad to see so many people here to celebrate this glorious day!”

      That got some cheers.

      “Not that long ago we were here to unveil the new Pecunia Victory Mall, that we’d built from the ashes after the Battle of the Gods. Many of the Gods and heroes from that battle were here to help us celebrate that moment. Six months ago, we once again faced great adversity and those same Gods and heroes came to our defense once more.” He waved his hand toward the part of the crowd where I and many others stood. “Today, we are here to celebrate one such hero, who sacrificed everything to save us once again.”

      Prometheus climbed the stairs, inciting a few gasps came from the townspeople, who had never seen a seven-foot tall Titan in a white robe before. Prometheus stood in front of the microphone, bending down to speak into it.

      “Hello. My name is Prometheus and I’m the head of the Demigods Academy. I’m here today to tell you about a special young woman, who altered my life and the lives of many here today. I would still be locked away in Tartarus if it hadn’t been for her, and her fiercely loyal friends, who are also here with us.”

      With his words, I swallowed down the well of emotion rising in my chest. A hand suddenly slid into mine, briefly startling me, but I looked over to see Cassandra standing next to me. That warm and calming smile that always made me feel better curved her lips, working its magic on me once more.

      “Melany Richmond was the feistiest, most rebellious young woman I ever had the pleasure of instructing,” Prometheus continued.

      I chuckled, as did Jasmine and Georgina, who stood nearby.

      “She was strong, skilled, smart, astute, and stubborn. I’d once called her reckless and careless, but now I realized that she cared. She cared more than anyone I’d ever known. And because of that fierce devotion to others, she made the greatest sacrifice a hero can make to save the people, and a world that didn’t even know it needed saving.”

      I knew Melany would get a kick out of this if she could hear it. Prometheus, singing her praises for all the world to hear, was a sight to behold.

      “Today, I have the pleasure of unveiling a tribute to Melany. A tribute to the greatest hero the academy has ever produced.” He waved a hand toward the giant tarp that covered the ten foot tall structure, and it was pulled away.

      As the fabric fell, a statue of Melany was revealed in all her glory.

      A collective gasp of awe went through the crowd and everyone clapped.

      Hephaistos had outdone himself. The craftsmanship on the dark stone was unrivaled.

      Melany stood on the pedestal, her giant black wings extended to their full width. She was dressed in her battle gear, and wore those big black boots that were made to kick ass. In one hand she held her shield up to her chest for protection—the actual shield she made in Hephaistos’s forging class. In the other, she lifted her sword up in front of her face, an invitation to battle.

      The look he had etched on her face was perfect. It was a combination of snark and determination. Like she always knew a joke you didn’t. On her head, Hephaistos set the helm of darkness that Hades had him make for her, and at the base of her feet lay a plaque that read:

      “Melany “Blue” Richmond, The Dark Angel of Pecunia.”

      She looked exactly how I would always see her. Fierce, protective, and beautiful. A true dark angel.

      “It’s beautiful,” Cassandra whispered.

      “It is.” I squeezed her hand.

      Georgina bounced in beside us. “I’m starving. Do you guys want to get some pancakes?”

      “Yeah, that sounds perfect.”

      Cassandra, Jasmine, Mia, Ren and Georgina, and I, all walked along the park to the little strip mall across the street. There was a new breakfast place that recently opened called Melany’s Pancakes. Although he’d never admit it, I knew that Dionysus had a hand in opening it up.

      It was a perfect kind of day. Plenty of sunshine, birds chirping, kids running around playing, and a gorgeous blue sky, the same color as Mel’s hair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      MELANY

      Slowly, I opened my eyes and stared up at the maroon curtains of the canopy surrounding my giant bed. My head to look at the empty spot on the bed beside me. Of course it was empty. It always was when I awoke.

      I sat up and swung my legs over the mattress, to settle my feet into the furry slippers I kept there. Standing, I adjusted the long, black silky nightie I wore. Too long in my opinion. If it had been my choice alone I would’ve worn a t-shirt and boxer shorts to bed.

      It was a bit cold in the room, so I grabbed the matching robe that had been draped over the chair, and slipped it on, tying it tightly at my waist. I left the room, and tiptoed down the wide dark corridor, the firelight glowing from the juncture of the wall and floor lighting my way to the last door on the right.

      Entering the room, I plunked down in one of the high-backed ornate chairs. There was a cup of steaming hot coffee on the mahogany table with my name on it. Literally. The coffee mug said, MELANY, in big bold red letters. I took a sip of the coffee, heavy on the sugar and cream, and sighed contentedly. My gaze fell on my companion, who was staring at me expectantly, with a cup of tea in his hand and an arch to his wonderfully sculpted eyebrow.

      “Good morning,” I cooed.

      “Finally. You’re up. You sleep too much,” Hades mused, penetrating eyes on me.

      “It only seems like I sleep too much because you don’t sleep at all.” I plucked a ripe strawberry from his plate and popped it into my mouth, the juice ran down my chin and he shook his head.

      “You could use a napkin. It wouldn’t kill you.”

      “It might.” Lips curling, I picked up the folded black cotton napkin on the table, and wiped my face to appease him. Hades could be so grumpy in the mornings. Or afternoons, since I didn’t know which was when. Time didn’t really exist here, and that was perfectly fine with me.

      When Thanatos snapped his fingers, claiming my life, Hypnos had snapped his too and sent me here. After all these months, I still wasn’t sure if it was real or a dream. I didn’t really care either way. I was where I wanted to be. Where I had always been fated to be.

      “What do you want to do today?” I snatched another strawberry from his plate before he could grab my hand.

      That sexy eyebrow went up again. “We could go back to that bed you seem so fond of.”

      My cheeks warmed instantly. He had a fabulously gifted way of making me blush all the time. Even now. After all this time.

      “Can we go to Mardi Gras? I’ve never been. And it looks like way too much fun.”

      I tried to snatch more fruit, but he caught my hand, bringing it up to his mouth to press his lips onto the back. A rush of heat surged up my arm. “Sounds perfect, my dear. I do love a chance to dress up.”

      Hades slid his plate across the table to me. “If you’re hungry, I could ask Charon to make you pancakes if you like.”

      “I’m good. I don’t really have a craving for pancakes right now.” Standing, I sat on his lap, straddling him in his chair.

      His hands immediately cupped my ass. “What are you craving then?”

      “Just you, my love.”

      I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his.
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