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      NICOLE

      The balding, heavy-set man chasing me down Brick Lane in the middle of East London was a lot quicker than I thought he’d be. His gasping breath rang loudly in my ears. I guessed he really wanted his fat leather wallet back; the one I pickpocketed out of his, well, pocket.

      He shouldn’t have been such a jerk then.

      We reaped what we sowed, karma was a bitch, and all that jazz. The scumbag had reaped a whole lot of payback for preying on the less fortunate and downtrodden, with his drug trade and unscrupulous religious pandering. He ripped off a friend of mine by promising him God Apollo’s favor if he handed over a thousand pounds to the temple, and I wasn’t going to let that stand. No way, no how.

      It wasn’t that easy to gain the favor of a god, but there were always the weak, the vulnerable, and the desperate who wanted to believe. And there were always underhanded people looking to exploit them.

      I dashed down the sidewalk, my Doc Marten boots slapping on the pavement while I dodged around the consumers coming in and out of the shops and cafes. As I leapt over a placard announcing the soup of the day, I glanced over my shoulder at my pursuer. He wasn’t as agile as I was and crashed into that same placard, knocking it out into the street. The man was like a bulldozer with a really bad temper.

      He was puffing so hard that I was surprised not to see steam coming out of his ears or nose.

      Horns honked when I darted out onto the road, and I nearly got clipped by a cherry red Mini Cooper going way too fast in the crowded area. Thankfully, it wasn’t Sunday, or the road would’ve been packed with people and cars—the people squashed like sardines into the vehicles. With that kind of congestion, I wouldn’t have been able to run as freely as I did now.

      Sunday was for marketing and praying to non-existent Gods, not petty crime.

      Crossing the street increased my lead on my chaser. The culprit wasn’t as lucky, having to wait for a few vehicles to pass by before he could cross without getting hit. My speed increased; I wasn’t even winded. Running was my thing. I could always go fast without tiring, just the opposite, in fact. Running full-out like this made me feel exhilarated and alive; the muscles of my legs grew warm and strong, my breaths coming out fast and precise.

      My friend, Pinky, always said my natural runner’s talent was one of my superpowers. The other was being able to leap over things with the athleticism of a horse—like I had to do when a big, boxy sedan came barreling out from a side street. My foot hit the hood and I hopped over it, just like in the movies. I didn’t even feel the impact, just a surge of adrenaline and joy from the physical exertion.

      Giving a thumbs up to a kid who gaped at me from a bench, where he sat eating baby blue and purple swirled ice cream with his mom, I focused onward.

      Then I was running again.

      After I turned the corner and slowed for just the merest fraction of a second to think, I decided I was far enough ahead of him. I could dart into one of the dusty brick alleyways without him seeing me and wait it out, so I could backtrack and go back to my flat. The trick was, I had to be careful not to get trapped by a dead end. The last thing I wanted was to end up nose-to-nose with that guy.

      He may not have been that fast, and he definitely wasn’t in the best shape, or any shape at all, but he was a lot bigger than I was. In fact, he was probably twice my size, maybe even three times. I was diminutive in size and shape, though, I preferred to think of myself as concentrated—a big bang for your buck in a small package.

      Someone once called me a goth fairy, probably on the account that I had long black hair, a pale complexion, and could climb anything and everything without falling. I had amazing balance. Another one of my “superpowers” according to Pinky.

      Halfway down the alley, I pressed up against the brick wall next to a large metal garbage bin—the scent of rotten things tickling my nose nearly made me retch. Unfortunately, I had a long and sordid history with garbage bins, because I used to dive into them for food when I was first out living on the streets. My hand flew to my nose, covering it just in case.

      I watched the alley opening and after a few minutes, I saw the guy run past it. A silent chuckle escaped me as I pushed away from the wall and started toward the opposite opening to exit. Before I could step out onto the street, a large form came around the brick. Shit. He must’ve ran like a bastard to catch me on the other side.

      “Got you,” he grunted, reaching out with thick arms.

      Yanking my arm out of his grasp, I whipped around and ran. His hand swiped at me, fingers brushing my head, but he didn’t get a hold. I sprinted back into the alley just as a big delivery truck pulled in at the other end, effectively blocking me. There was barely enough room to run along either side, so I decided to drop to my hands and knees and go under. No way that lard ass could follow me then.

      I wasn’t quick enough.

      The guy snatched my leg and dragged me out from under the truck. Jerking and kicking, I tried to scrabble back under, but he was strong, and eventually I was at his mercy while on the ground. His foot connected with my ribs with force, knocking a lot of the fight out of me.

      “Give me my wallet!”

      Silently asking him to give me a minute, I held up my hand while I caught my breath. Eventually, I was able to brace myself against the brick wall and get to my feet. Once standing, I rubbed at my side and faced my assailant.

      “You didn’t have to kick me.”

      “I had to. You wouldn’t learn otherwise.”

      Fine, so he might have had a point there, but I wasn’t going to let him know that. And who was he to decide what I needed to learn?

      He held out his beefy hand. “Now be a good girl and give me my wallet. I know you swiped it.”

      With a heavy sigh, I dug into the side pocket of my black cargo pants and pulled out his wallet. My other hand brushed lightly against his wrist when I set it in his palm. “Sorry mate. No hard feelings, right?

      A grunted response left him when he opened it to make sure I didn’t take any of his money or credit cards. I hadn’t had time, so he was safe there.

      “I should knock your teeth out for stealing from me.”

      I bit down on my lower lip to stop from snickering about the teeth comment, considering he was missing two in the front. The laugh hid a trickle of anger. He wasn’t tempted to hit me because he was actually angry, now that he had his wallet back. No, he was tempted to hit me because he could.

      Satisfied, he slid his wallet back into his jacket pocket, the same one from where I’d taken it. “Now, get out of here. And I don’t want to see your face in this neighborhood again.”

      “Ah, come on. My favorite curry house is just around the corner.” I offered with a crooked grin, since I just couldn’t leave well enough alone. His hand lifted like he was going to slap me but I backed away. “All right, all right. You’ve made your point.”

      Instead of brushing past him to exit out of the alley that way, I squeezed in beside the truck, and shuffled along the wall until I popped out onto the adjacent road. I jogged across, darting around a guy on a moped while I laughed and patted my jacket pocket—I’d slid the gold Rolex in it after taking it off the crooked man’s wrist when I returned his wallet. I wanted to be far away from there before he noticed it was missing.

      After a stop at the local pawn shop to sell the Rolex, I got fifteen hundred pounds for it, which would go nicely to paying for rent and food for the month, then I returned to my apartment, pleased with the trade-off.

      My flat was a shitty one-bedroom over a Chinese restaurant that I shared with three other people, including Pinky. I was lucky to have a place at all, since almost a year ago I was sleeping on the streets with really no idea of how I got there.

      A few fleeting memories of parents I didn’t get along with remained, and of being kicked out of their house, but when I really thought hard about it, I couldn’t recall why or even where I’d originally lived. In some ways, it was like my life just kind of started when I woke up in a shuttered-up warehouse, sleeping on a piece of dirty, old cardboard. I had the clothes on my back, a small bag with a few pounds, some food and water, an old looking pocket watch on a chain, and a burner cell phone.

      Not that I could remember my home’s phone number or any of my old friends’.

      Initially, I’d gone to a clinic to get checked out, thinking that maybe I’d suffered an accident and head trauma, but the doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with me. In fact, they had declared me very healthy. I also thought about going to the police to see if I was a missing person, but I wasn’t really one for authority. In the end, I decided that whatever had happened in my past, was in the past, and in a way, I was free to start a new life.

      So, I did.

      However, without an ID or any kind of records, it proved hard to get a regular job, which forced me to do whatever I could to make money and to take care of myself.

      When I entered the apartment, Pinky and my other roomie, Claudia, were nestled on the sofa with our friends, Rico and Pete, all watching TV. That was a regular occurrence.

      “Hey, Nic.” Pinky waved at me, barely looking away from the screen. If she noticed the dirt on my clothes from my close encounter, she didn’t say so. Regardless, it wasn’t the first time I’d returned to our house with a bit of the street on me.

      I tossed my jacket onto the back of a kitchen chair, got a soda from the refrigerator and went back to the living room, sitting on the floor near Claudia’s legs. “What are you guys watching?” On screen, a reporter stood in the middle of what should have been an apartment complex but was now just mounds of rubble, as if a bomb had destroyed it. “Is that the news?”

      “It’s like so crazy,” Claudia explained, “I guess there were a bunch of earthquakes in Pecunia, Kios, and a couple other towns around the coast of Greece, but they can’t figure out why. There have never been earthquakes in that part of the world.”

      “Probably fracking. That shit screws up everything.” I took a sip of my soda, enjoying the playful burn of the bubbles along my throat when I swallowed.

      As I watched the reporter walk around the destruction in the town, my stomach started to cramp. All of a sudden, my head spun and nausea crept up on me. Sweat beads popped up all over my face, running down from my armpits.

      Pinky frowned at me. “Are you okay? You look like you’re going to get sick.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m just tired.” I nodded. “I’m going to go lie down.”

      “You were probably using your superpowers too much today,” she said with a wry smile.

      She was obsessed with superheroes because she likened them to the Gods. At seventeen, all she could talk about was the Gods, Shadowboxes, and the Demigods Academy. Pinky couldn’t wait to get hers and be invited to train in the Gods’ Army. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it was all bullshit. There were no Gods, no academy, no mighty army.

      It was a lie to keep people in check, to keep them praying at the temples. To make sure that we didn’t look too closely at the world outside their worship, or asked difficult questions that those in power really didn’t want to answer.

      Standing, I walked down the short hallway to the bedroom. There were two single beds inside, Pinky and I shared the room, while Claudia slept outside on the pull-out sofa.

      My body sagged onto the edge of my bed, and taking in deep breaths, I tried hard not to vomit all over the place. Instantly, my hand went into my pants’ right pocket, where I kept the pocket watch. A thumb ran over it rhythmically when I took it out; it was something I did when I felt nervous or out of sorts. It usually grounded me and made me feel better.

      While I rubbed and rubbed, my head started to feel a bit floaty, as if I was high. Flashes of color sparked behind my lids when I closed my eyes…

      I walked into the bedroom to sit down on my bed, taking deep breaths and trying hard not to vomit all over the floor. Frowning, I looked around, confused. Hadn’t I just done this? Wasn’t I already sitting on the bed?

      So weird. I was still holding the watch, but it was like having a serious case of déjà vu.

      Sighing, I set the watch on the little side table by the bed—next to the antique, wooden wind-up clock I found in the pawn shop, and the small, crystal hourglass I’d bought a few months ago from the market. I lay down on the bed, smooshing the pillow under my head and turned to look at the clock.

      The little hand ticking its way around the numbers calmed me. I waited until it went around the face, closing my eyes when it passed twelve. Sleep welcomed me with open arms, but I hoped not to have the strange dreams about flying teenagers who fought fire monsters and creatures from the sea again.
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      NICOLE

      Collecting the empty beer glasses from the table in the back of the pub, where a nice old couple had spent a few hours drinking and laughing, I carried them back to the bar. The yeasty scent of the dregs drifted softly into my nose.

      “Get me another pint, will ya, Love?” Joe, a regular of the pub, hollered at me.

      I wasn’t his love, and it wasn’t my job, but I still nodded.

      “Get off your ass and get your own pint, Joe." My boss, Raj, hollered back at him from behind the worn brown bar, his black hair sticking out in every direction from playing with it his constantly. “Nicole’s not your waitress.”

      With a shrug, I set the empty, sticky glasses on the counter. “I don’t mind. I could get it for him.”

      “I don’t pay you to be a waitress, but to clear tables and clean up this shithole.” He gave me one of his cheesy grins that never failed to lighten up any situation. It was a shitty job in a pub barely a step up from a dive, but my like of him was real. “I’d have to pay you more for serving, and you know how stingy I am.”

      “Oh, I know.” I rolled my eyes so hard that my brain hurt.

      The wet rag he held flew toward me the next moment. Gray water droplets arced through the air as it did. “Get cleaning.”

      Luckily, I caught it before it could hit me in the face, then turned and went back to the table in the corner to wipe it off, scrubbing hard to remove the sticky rings left by glasses of alcohol.

      I’d been working for Raj at the Lucky Ducky Pub for six months now, and despite its ridiculous name, I didn’t mind it. A few months before getting the job, I decided that stealing for a living wasn’t the easiest or safest way to make money.

      After stealing the Rolex from that guy, I had a bit of a run-in with a low level mobster called Fat Matt over some other stuff I’d stolen from a guy who worked for him. He came looking for me. It probably wasn’t too hard to find a rat on the streets to pay to tell him where I lived. Unfortunately, Claudia was the one to answer the door. She spent a few days in the hospital, healing from the beating he gave her as a message to me.

      I heard the message loud and clear.

      Guilt was a very potent motivator, so I immediately started looking for work.

      Most of the places I applied to shunned me, I guessed they didn’t want some street punk with no real ID—although I did manage to pay for a fake national insurance card—working for them. I didn’t blame them. A couple of places did give me an interview, and I even aced one, getting a chance to work the counter at a low rent pizza joint.

      Although, that only lasted a couple weeks, after I took offense to my co-worker making sexual comments to me. When he touched my ass, I laid him out on the floor with one punch to the head, getting fired. The ironic, and funny thing about that was that Raj happened to be in the place at the time, saw what went on, and offered me a job at his pub bussing tables. He said I had just the right kind of attitude and fortitude to work at his place.

      Still, I was pissed about the whole thing, not even so much because my co-worker had grabbed my butt, but because I’d been the one punished for standing my ground. It wasn’t fair, but then the world wasn’t a fair place. I knew that better than most.

      With Raj I made shit wages, but at least it was honest work, and it added to the lump of cash that I’d made back when I was stealing. It had been enough for me to move into my own shitty flat and away from the others—I didn’t want to bring them any more trouble. I’d never forget the day Claudia came home from the hospital. Her face had been a watercolor painting of purple and green, her nerves making her jump at every loud sound.

      Pinky cried her eyes out the day I moved out, but I knew I’d made the right decision. I assured her she could crash with me any time she wanted, and she did from time to time. Especially after she turned eighteen and didn’t receive her Shadowbox invitation to the God’s Academy. She’d been so depressed about it that I refrained from telling her that people like us, street rats, didn’t get Shadowboxes or invitations to fancy academies.

      After I finished wiping down the table and chairs, I picked up a few more empty glasses and plates, put them in my dirty dishes tub, and made my way back to the bar’s counter. When I set the tub down, I noticed a new guy had entered. He looked to be in his thirties with thinning blond hair, and was leaning against the bar, watching me. It sent an unpleasant shiver down my back.

      There was nothing like spending time on the streets to help hone the instincts.

      He nodded. “Hey, luv. What time do you get off?”

      Yet another guy who didn’t know me calling me love. I wanted to ask him if using that little nickname had ever worked for him, but I resisted the urge. Instead, I ignored him, and continued to do my job. Usually that worked, and those type of men got bored, moving onto the next girl. Not this one.

      Obviously having had a few drinks already before waltzing into Lucky Ducky’s, he slid along the bar, and nudged me in the side with his elbow. “Oi. I’m talking to you.”

      If he’d had anything on him worth stealing, I would have taken it then, just as petty revenge for his attitude. He didn’t, so I just lifted my head and gave him the dirtiest look I could muster. I’d been told I had resting bitch face, but I was pretty sure mine was resting murder face.

      Raj snorted from across the bar. “I’d leave that one alone, bud. She’ll lay you out.”

      “I’d like to see her try,” the man smirked.

      Well, there it was. I reared my arm back and punched the guy right in the face. He fell straight backward, landing on the floor—out cold.

      In my defense, he asked for it, and Raj had basically encouraged me.

      The few others in the bar whooped and made noises of being either impressed or freaked out at how strong I was, especially considering I was five foot four and a hundred pounds soaking wet.

      A moment later, Raj came around the bar and stared down at the guy passed out on his floor. “Wow, Nic, you should be a boxer. I’d put money on you.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t be. The guy had it coming. Everyone saw that, right?” He looked around at the other patrons pointedly, and all of them nodded in agreement.

      Reaching over the counter, my boss grabbed a glass, filled it with soda water, and then tossed it in the guy’s face. The guy’s eyes snapped open, and sputtering, he rolled over onto this side.

      “All right there, bud?” Raj asked. “You took a bit of a spill and hit your face against the counter.” He helped him to his feet while I tried really hard not to look at the blood seeping from his nose still.

      The man’s eyes darted around to everyone who was staring at him, confused and unsure. “I-I don’t remember…”

      Raj patted his back. “It’s all right. You’ve just had a lot to drink. Let me call you a taxi.” Taking the guy’s arm, my boss escorted him to sit in a chair near the door. When he came back, he patted my shoulder reassuringly. “It’s all good.”

      With a nod, I went back to cleaning the counter and glasses, trying hard not to think about how easy it had been to knock out that guy. How easy it always seemed to be. The hitting. The jumping. The running.

      After a bit, Joe pointed to the TV hanging above the bar that had been on mute. “Hey, turn it up.”

      Taking the remote that was held together by duct tape, Raj raised the volume.

      It was a newscast about some big fire in a forest near Pecunia. I frowned, remembering the last time I’d seen the news about that city. The reporter was situated in a parking lot just outside of the major park, she was talking to one of the firefighters about how bad the fire was spreading, and how odd it was behaving—not like a normal fire.

      Then the camera swung upwards to catch three people, a guy and two girls, floating down to the ground. Spread out behind each of them were crimson wings. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Following them down was a giant of a man, with huge white wings.

      “Holy shit,” Joe crowed.

      Holy shit, indeed. I wasn’t easily shocked, but I could feel my mouth hanging open with awe. It was one thing to hear about the Gods and the academy from believers but it was another thing to actually see them.

      “Bloody hell, they actually exist,” I muttered under my breath.

      Joe got to his feet and stumbled a bit toward the bar, pointing at the muscular man trying to avoid the reporter. “That’s one of them Demigods. That’s Heracles! He’s as big as a Clydesdale horse”

      A sharp pain instantly stabbed me in the right temple. Cringing, I blinked back the tears welling in my eyes. Through the watery haze, I saw the camera swing around as a girl with wild blue hair, who looked to be my age and wore a black jumpsuit, appeared out of nowhere with a disturbingly attractive darkhaired man in a stylish purple suit. Her wings were black and glorious like a raven’s.

      The reporters went mad with excitement and rushed over to the new arrivals.

      Another sharp pain jabbed me right between the eyes, and I stumbled forward a bit, my knees buckling. I hit one of the stools with my hip, right against the pocket where I always carried my watch, and a glass on the counter tipped over, falling to the floor.

      Instinctively, I reached out to grab it, knowing there was no way in hell that I would be able to—gravity was too powerful, and I surely wasn’t quick enough, but… I did catch it.

      It was like I had moved a couple seconds faster, and the glass had slowed by those two seconds, hovering in mid-air and allowing me to wrap my hand around it before it smashed into a thousand pieces. In that moment, everything around me paused. The TV, Raj, Joe, even the sound… then I was standing there, with the glass in my hand, and everything went back to normal.

      “Whoa, Nic. Quite the catch.” Raj gaped at me.

      I set the glass back onto the counter. “I’m not feeling all that well.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Yeah, you are looking paler than usual, which means you’re basically transparent. Why don’t you go take a break in the office?”

      Nodding, I turned and walked into the hallway where the loos were. Moving past them, I stopped by the door marked “Employees Only.” The room was never locked, so I opened it and went inside. I immediately sank down into the, comfortable easy chair by the corner, made especially for chilling out.

      And boy did I need to chill out. I didn’t know what was going on with me, but it was weird. My head was killing me—I never got migraines, they were for old people with too much stress—and my stomach churned like I was riding on a roller coaster, getting near one of the loop-de-loops. Normally that would be fun, but not this time.

      I pushed the chair back, so I was nearly prone, then I closed my eyes, trying to breathe through the deep pain in my head. As soon as I closed my eyes, though, I got a series of images flashing behind my lids. Images that I didn’t understand. Images that made no sense. Images that caused a lump in my throat.

      In one of them, a huge stone wheel lay on its side. It was so big that twenty people could easily stand on top of it without touching. Spokes, gears, and pegs poked out along the edges, as if it needed something to fit against the pegs to turn it. There were symbols etched into the stone, and although I didn’t recognize any of them, they looked foreign and old—really old, like hieroglyphics.

      When my eyes opened again; the room was spinning around me. Nausea bloomed in my gut and I could taste the bile rising in my throat. I was definitely going to get sick. Sitting up, I leaned over the side of the chair and puked all over the floor. Once I did, though, I felt a bit better, and everything soon stopped twirling around like a merry-go-round.

      I wiped my mouth with my apron, then sat back in the chair, groaning, since I knew I was going to be the one to have to clean it all. For now, I took in some deep breaths and tried to wrap my mind around the things I had seen, and what was happening to me.

      It all pointed to the events that transpired in Pecunia, and I had to figure out why I was connected to a place I had no recollection of ever being to. I couldn’t even point it out on a world map. Maybe it had something to do with the past that I didn’t remember.

      One thing I did realize, and it made my stomach clench again, was that the dreams I’d been having about flying teenagers weren’t dreams. They were memories.
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      NICOLE

      Taking the latest news article I was able to print at the library, I taped it onto the wall of my flat. Next to it were twenty or so other articles and photos about the winged teenage heroes, the Gods, and all the battles that had been going on for the past two years. Ever since I saw them on TV at the pub a year ago, I’d been obsessed with finding out more about them, because I was pretty sure that I was somehow connected.

      The girl with the blue hair and strange facial scars fascinated me.

      There were a lot of articles written about her. The media dubbed her a hero. Especially because she had been instrumental to saving the city of Pecunia—though, some said the entire country of Greece—from destruction by the Titans who had been locked away for thousands of years.

      It all seemed crazy to me since I’d always thought the Gods and the monsters were all a bunch of bullshit. I’d been wrong, obviously, and Pinky had been right, but I was still unsure of what it had to do with me and why I cared so much about it.

      I needed to shower before I went to work, so I headed into the bathroom. Stepping in, I turned on the hot water, scrubbed my face, shampooed my hair with an herbal scented soap—it was getting too long—then jumped out to dry myself. I wasn’t one of those girls who took forever in the shower. I liked to get in and get out swiftly.

      As I dried off, I ran my fingers over my shoulder blades and felt the slightly raised skin there. A few months back, a guy I’d been seeing asked me about the scars on my back. It confused me because I didn’t know I had any. I’d never really inspected my body in a mirror, and I definitely never thought to check my back, so I hadn’t known. He told me they were faint, but that I had two—one over each shoulder blade.

      Unfortunately, they were in a difficult spot, so even if I wrapped my arms around myself, I was barely able to touch them. If they’d itched, I wouldn’t have been able to scratch. When he took a photo of my back with his cell phone, and let me look, I was shocked. It took a second to see them because they were so faint, but yeah, I definitely had two thin, foot long scarred lines down my back.

      The color of my skin there seemed as if it had been squeezed onto a palette and mixed with a dab of white. Although there was no obvious connection the moment I first saw them, now they made me think about the flying teenage heroes.

      A knock at my door interrupted my observation, so I quickly threw my T-shirt back on, pulled on my pants, and went to check who it was. In the past, I’d had a few creepy guys who were apparently unaware of my wicked right hook come by, so I looked through the peep hole first, but then I opened it when saw it was Pinky.

      She flounced in, her vibrant pink pigtails bouncing, hugged me, and plunked down on the sofa. “You’ll never believe what I just saw.”

      “What?” Opening the small refrigerator in the kitchenette, I took out a tub of Greek yogurt. My stomach was growling as I hadn’t eaten lunch yet today, and only had an hour before I had to head to the pub for my shift.

      “I saw some poor lady get hit by a car.”

      That got my attention. I sunk into the sofa next to her. “That’s horrible. Was she okay?”

      “That’s the crazy thing, she shouldn’t have been. I mean, she got plowed, and went flying like six feet in the air. But after laying there for a bit, she just got up and walked away.” She frowned, then smacked her hand on her leg; she did that when she was excited about something. “It was insane, Nic.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “That lady should have been dead. Roadkill. There’s just no way.” Shaking her head, Pinky turned to look at my wall. “Still obsessing about that stuff, I see.”

      “Yup.” I knew she was looking at the photos of Shadowboxes that I’d managed to find on the internet.

      It wasn’t common, but some people shared pictures of them on Instagram when they got theirs. I’d also found a couple of posts about the ceremonies some families prepared for their kids when they turned eighteen, in hopes they would receive a Shadowbox.

      No pressure, right?

      It was all kind of strange to me, but it did make me think about my past, and the childhood I didn’t remember. Had I ever received a Shadowbox? And if I hadn’t, why not? Were they only reserved for the rich and famous like everything else in this world?

      Her palm smacked my leg, making me look at her. “Hey, want to go get high at the cinema? I don’t know what’s playing but it will be good after we smoke.”

      “Can’t. I have to get to work.” I finished the yogurt and got up to toss the container in the garbage.

      “Cool. Can I stay here and chill out for a few hours?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      Immediately stretching out on the sofa, she took out her cell phone to start scrolling through social media. She spent way too much time doing that, in my opinion.

      After I changed into my work clothes, putting my hair up into a high ponytail, I gave Pinky a hug, and left my flat. The pub was only eight blocks away and I enjoyed the walk, especially since I got to cross by an old cemetery that was more like a park than a reverent place to bury the dead. It wasn’t one of the big, famous cemeteries where notable Englishmen and ladies were buried, but I’d always found it to be pretty cool and peaceful.

      Rumor was that a very old, very powerful king from some forgotten kingdom had been buried in the park somewhere. Yet, if that were true, there would be some kind of huge epitaph built for him. As far as I could tell from my many strolls through the cemetery park, there wasn’t any such tomb or statue.

      It was likely just a rumor that was started, and passed on, to bring people to the park. Though, I didn’t appreciate a lure like that. I liked the calm and quiet of the place, and I got a kick out of reading the old-fashioned sounding names. Often, I wondered about the people buried there. Who had they been? What had their lives meant? Who had they left behind?

      A slight breeze blew as I walked along the path through the cemetery, bringing the scent of lilacs and roses. Feeling the sense of calm the place incited, I closed my eyes and breathed it in. I needed this. Lately, I’d been too tense with worrying about things over which I didn’t have any control.

      My steps took me past an elderly man who sat on a bench, tossing seeds to the birds squawking nearby. When I tipped my head to him, he smiled.

      Shivers suddenly rushed over my body a few steps later, causing me to stop and frown. The little hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Something felt wrong in the air. If I focused, everything was as it should be, but the air was suddenly heavy, weighed down with a kind of old, thick grease that sat uncomfortably on my skin.

      I spun around, looking into the shadows for whatever awoke the sense of dread rolling over me. Was I being watched? I couldn’t see anybody, but every instinct inside of me screamed that I was. Then the ground beneath my runners started to tremble as if there was a construction worker nearby, jackhammering into the cement.

      It was slight at first, then increased. Judging by the bewildered look on his face as his eyes darted around, the man on the bench could obviously feel it too. The birdseed in his hand fell to the ground, but the birds who’d been feasting ignored it, instead taking to the sky with a series of shrill cries.

      A couple standing near a more recent gravestone also noticed. The woman, who held a clutch of flowers in her hand, and her husband, started to back away from the gravesite, a look of horror painting their faces.

      At first, I didn’t understand what was going on, but then it hit me like a ton of bricks.

      Pulse racing, I started backtracking toward the gate I had used to enter. “Get out of the park!” I hollered at the old man on the bench when I passed him.

      His frown deepened as he stood. “What’s going on?”

      Before I could answer, the ground behind him tore open, and a pair of skeletal hands clawed out of the dirt.

      “Look out!” I pointed behind him.

      He turned just as the dead, decayed figure, with ragged clothing hanging off its mostly skeletal frame, lunged at him. In shock, the man didn’t move, or shout. He just stood there, mouth gaping while the zombie grabbed his arm. Reacting, I shot across the path toward the man, grabbed the undead by the wrist and broke it right off it. Its hand fell away from the old man, landing on the ground near my shoe.

      “Run,” I spat toward the elderly man. I must’ve jump-started his heart, because his eyes widened and he cried out, running toward the gate as fast as he could. A trail of birdseed followed his urgent footsteps, leaking out of a hole in his pocket.

      The dead body lunged at me then, but I caught it around the neck, keeping its snapping jaws away from my face while it clawed at my shoulder with his other hand. Thankfully it didn’t have much strength to tear into my shirt and scratch my skin. But its other stump arm kept smacking me in the side. Hard. I’d probably bruise from the constant impact. As I struggled with the skeleton, other graves burst open, more dead bodies crawling out of the ground until I was surrounded by them.

      I’d seen enough zombie movies to know that removing the head was the fastest way to stop the dead. So, I wrapped my hands around its neck bones and twisted until the skull just popped off it. The skeleton dropped to the ground. As if they were pissed I had just killed their buddy, the other monsters advanced on me like an undead army.

      As I began to move through them, tearing off their heads one by one and evading their attacks, it became easier. Somehow, I seemed to be growing in strength and speed. At one point, it felt like I was moving faster than everything else around me. It was just like the time in the pub when I caught the falling glass.

      After a few minutes, I’d destroyed all the undead near me, but shouts and screams came from other areas of the cemetery, where more people must’ve risen from their graves. Running down the path toward the cries to help, I realized with dread that the same couple from before was being attacked by whoever they’d come to see.

      The body wasn’t as decayed as the others. There was still some flesh on the bones, and strands of dark hair spilled down from a gray skull. The zombie had the woman down on the ground, its decayed hands clawing at her face. Her husband, I assumed, grabbed at its back, trying to pull it off his wife.

      Reaching them, I pushed the guy aside, but just as I grabbed the dead by the back of its head, everything went silent. It was like a reverse explosion. Then the body became limp in my grasp, its arms falling to the side, and legs giving out underneath it. It was so sudden that I nearly fell over while still clutching it in my hands.

      Startled, I looked around to see that all the zombies that dug themselves out of their graves, now lay still on the ground. Their victims looked bewildered at what had just taken place, when the sound of ambulance and police sirens filled the immense silence that encompassed the cemetery.

      With confusing strength, I picked up the dead body and set it back into its grave as the couple, still in shock, gawked at me. It occurred to me that I should have been more freaked out about the entire incident. But I wasn’t. It almost felt natural to have fought an army of the dead.

      “Sorry for your loss,” I offered, and walked away.

      With my every step along the path to the gate, I took in the destruction the undead had caused, and became aware of two things. One, a shimmer of electricity skimmed over my skin, all the tiny hairs standing on end. And two, the shadows appeared to be moving around, undulating like they were made of mist, and being blown around by some unseen wind.

      Stopping, I watched as the darkness seemed to solidify, becoming denser and denser with each passing second. Something about it drew me forward. My steps were slow and measured, as if I was waiting for the shadows to actually jump out at me like a dark phantom.

      When I neared the churning mass, I reached a hand toward it. I wanted to touch it, sure that it would feel solid between my fingers. Slowly, my finger plunged into it. Tingles rushed up my arm, but I wasn’t afraid of it; I didn’t sense it was a danger to me. My hand disappeared into the darkness when I pushed even farther.

      Intrigued, I took a step forward, then another, until I was fully enveloped by the shadows.

      I turned my head to look around the black fog that surrounded me. At first, all I could see was darkness, then something started to materialize a few feet in front of me. It was a form. Slowly, it took the shape of a man, a large, tall man with long strands of white hair falling over his shoulders. When it faced me, my gaze captured its decayed and skeletal figure, like the undead I had destroyed. Except, this one was different.

      A gold crown sat upon its cracked, malformed skull, and its presence radiated dread and evil.

      The dead king’s mouth opened abruptly, protruding outward like a muzzle with teeth dark with rot. “How dare you interrupt me!” It shrieked.

      My heart slammed hard against my chest with shock, and my head started to swim. Before I could turn and flee, I lost consciousness, and collapsed on the ground.
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      NICOLE

      Splaying my fingers wide, I looked at my hands to watch the tiny flames undulate over them like small, orange, fiery waves with indigo hues at their core. It was so cool that I grinned.

      “Good. Now make the flames bigger.”

      I nodded to the ugly, deformed man that limped in a circle around me, and other teens my age. We all gathered around a large fire pit in a cavernous building, creating fire with our hands.

      Concentrating, I envisioned my flames become bigger and brighter, and willed them to grow. At first, nothing happened, but then I noticed the fire expand until I had two large fire balls in my palms. I bounced them up and down like soccer balls, laughing the whole time.

      The sensations that coursed through my body from creating the flames were heady, sending me soaring high, and I always wanted more.

      “Miss Martin, this is not the circus,” our instructor grunted, his thick mustache bunching up to reveal his cleft lip.

      “I know, but it could be.” I tossed one of the fire balls I’d created to the devastatingly good-looking guy standing across from me, on the other side of the fire pit. He had dark brown waves that fell sexily over his forehead and tucked behind his ear.

      He caught it with a laugh, his summer green eyes sparkling with mischief. “Nic! Stop!”

      Yet, the flames were too much for him, and he ended up dropping the ball to the ground. A few sparks bounced off the stone tiles and hit another girl nearby in the leg, who had short, vibrant purple hair. The spark burned a hole in her pants. An improvement in her fashion sense, if you asked me.

      Angry, she whirled on me, embers jumping from her fingertips. “Watch what you’re doing Nicole. You’re always joking around. This stuff is serious, you know?”

      Lifting my hands toward her, skin now cool and fire-free, I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      The beautiful young man stepped toward her, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. “It was my fault, Iris. I dropped it.”

      She shook her head, her eyes narrowing. “You’re always sticking up for her.”

      “Yeah, because we’re friends.”

      Iris ran her hand over his arm possessively, making me cringe, and lowered her voice. “And I have no idea why. She’s going to flunk out soon, anyway. There’s no way Nicole will pass any of the trials. I don’t know why she got the invitation in the first place. I thought they were more discerning than that.”

      I heard her anyway, which I suspected was on purpose. The tone of her voice was annoying, like nails on chalkboard.

      My mind skipped some time, leaving a rush of cool, blank, white space… like empty pages in a photo album.

      I needed a shower. Desperately. I had crumbs of herbal-scented dirt all over my hands, and there were some muddy streaks on my face. After grabbing my bag with shampoo, a bar of lavender soap, and a towel, I made my way down the wide corridor to the girls’ communal shower room.

      Thankfully, there was an empty stall left for me, despite the fact that a lot of us had been digging in the earth and playing with plants for most of the day. I felt relaxed, the way you did after spending a day baking outside in the sun.

      Finishing my quick shower, I returned to my dorm room to find Iris sitting cross legged on her bed, and a foul scowl on her face. I’d always managed to make her angry. Most times, it was just by being myself, which was too bad for her as far as I was concerned. It wasn’t my job to change who I was just because she didn’t like me.

      Trying not to look at her, I hung up the wet towel to dry, and put away my bathroom kit. I could still smell the freshness of my soap and shampoo, so I revelled in the sensation of being clean again.

      “He’s never going to like you like that, you know?” Her voice was quiet, cutting through my happy moment.

      I knew who she was talking about, but I wasn’t going to dignify her statement with a reaction. She was just trying to hurt me. Grabbing some clean socks, and non-muddy shoes, I sat on my bed to put them on. It was a good day to get outdoors and be alone, instead of in this room, being berated by a girl who I seemed to have offended in some way from day one.

      “Whatever, Iris. I’m not going to fight with you about it.”

      She, however, was clearly in the mood to fight. Iris got up from her bed and loomed right in front of me. “If we fought, you’d lose. You’ll never be as strong as I am, no matter how long you train.”

      Gods, I wished I was anywhere else. Actually, I wished that she was anywhere else, because I didn’t think I should have to leave just because she had a problem with me. I was tired, still had grime under my nails, and I really wanted to go for a walk through the maze.

      I stood, which forced her to back up a step, but we were still basically nose to nose, except Iris was a good three inches taller than me. Though, I was feisty, all the professors had told me that. I didn’t get the impression it was always a compliment.

      She was stronger than I was, faster, prettier, and smarter in some ways, but I was stubborn as a goat. I never backed down, and quite frankly, this girl was pissing me off.

      Tiny flames erupted at the tips of my fingers. She may have been better than me at hand-to-hand combat, water manipulation, and could control lightning, but I was good with fire. It seemed to like me.

      “I suggest you back off, before I singe every strand of stupid purple hair off your skull.”

      There must’ve been something in my voice, a seriousness that maybe she’d never heard before, because she did step back. In fact, she gave me a derisive sniff, then left the room altogether.

      Lifting both hands before me, I watched the flames dance around, and thought to myself, Soon…

      My heart thundered in my ears when I jerked awake, sitting up still on the ground of the cemetery. Sweat soaked the armpits, and the back of my T-shirt. It slicked my face, and I could feel it drip down along my temple from my hairline. My body felt like it was made of fire.

      I raised my hands and stared at them. That had been some dream.

      Then I noticed that the ground I’d been lying on was blackened. Standing, I glanced down at where I’d passed out, to find that a black outline of my body marred the grass. It was burnt, as if a fire had scorched the earth, but just in a Nicole shaped pattern. It was really weird, and unnerving to see.

      Had I done that? No. There was no way I could create fire with my hands.

      No way.

      It had all just been a dream.

      It was insane to think that was possible. Even if the idea seemed to make the tips of my fingers feel hot, as though they were considering the possibly themselves.

      Then again, the dead had just dug themselves out of their graves and tried to eat people.

      I looked over at the gate to see several bobbies and paramedics running into the cemetery to help people. Before they could question me and the burnt grass, the best thing for me to do was to go home and try to figure out what the hell was happening. Despite everything I questioned, I was pretty certain that all of this had to do with what was going on in Pecunia, that it involved the Gods, and the flying teenage heroes…

      And me.

      When I got back to my apartment, Pinky was still there, freaking out about what she’d seen on social media regarding the rising of the dead.

      “Oh my God, did you see what’s going on?” She pounced on me the moment I walked through the door.

      “Yeah, I was there.” Nodding, I walked into my bedroom as she followed.

      “What?! Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Something weird is happening to me.” My body sank into the bed, my head swimming with weird images and thoughts. Adrenaline still pumped through my veins from the fight, and it was making me dizzy.

      “I should probably call Raj and explain.” My hand shook as I took out my cell phone from my pocket.

      “I’m pretty sure he will understand why you didn’t get to work, Nic.”

      I knew she was right, but I felt like I needed to do it anyway. After pressing his name in my contacts, the phone started to ring. He answered almost immediately.

      “Nic. You all right?”

      “Yeah, but I got caught in the cemetery…”

      “Christ. It’s crazy. I’ve never heard of anything like it happening before. They said on the TV that it happened all over the world. You home now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Stay there. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Raj.” Hanging up, I attempted to set the cellphone on the side table, but my hand shook so hard that it slipped from my grasp. I reached down to pick it up.

      Pinky knelt on the mattress behind me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. She gave the best hugs, and she was one of the kindest people I knew. The girl oozed empathy. She would’ve made a fantastic counselor or nurse even. Although the sight of blood did freak her out, so maybe not a nurse that worked in a hospital.

      “What’s going on with you, Nic? What’s weird?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like I’m seeing things and…” I sighed, unsure of exactly how to explain what I was feeling.

      Her hand traveled up and down my arm soothingly. “What kinds of things?”

      “I get these flashes of pictures in my head. Of people and places. I don’t recognize any of them.”

      “Maybe they’re your memories trying to come back.”

      “I don’t think so. These people and places are not real. It’s not like I’m dreaming about my mother, or someone like that. I have images of creatures and powerful superhuman beings flying around in my head.”

      Pinky rested her head on my shoulder, but I could see her eyes growing wide with wonder. “Maybe they’re memories about the Gods. Maybe you’re a descendant of one of them, and you lost your memories after a huge battle with the Titans or something.”

      My head shook. “The Titans were imprisoned until recently. And I’m pretty sure I’m not descended from the Gods, Pinky.”

      “Why not? Zeus fathered like fifty something kids all over the world. He slept with a lot of women. Gods and mortals alike. He’s a regular hound dog.”

      I snort-laughed. “You always make me laugh.”

      She laughed with me. “Do you feel better?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” I nodded.

      “But I’m serious about the Gods’ thing. You could have their blood running through your veins and not even know. That’s how people get a Shadowbox and get invited to the academy. You have to have Gods’ blood in you somewhere in your family tree.”

      “That sounds stupid.” The memory of what I’d dreamed about while lying on the grass in the middle of a cemetery came to mind. The fact that I’d burned the ground around me proved something. Still, I wasn’t ready to believe that I was descended from one of the Greek Gods. Or that I had been a part of some secret school for winged soldiers.

      Pinky’s lips stretched wide open with a yawn, and she laid down on her side on my bed, pulling on my arm. “I’m tired all of a sudden. Have a nap with me.”

      Giving in, I settled on the bed with her. She liked to be spooned and have her hair smoothed, so I had done it for her many times before, especially because she was prone to nightmares. Pinky never talked about it, but I was pretty sure she’d been assaulted in the last foster home where she’d lived, which was why she ran away and ended up on the streets.

      As I drew my hand through her hair to soothe her, I found myself drifting off as well. The adrenaline was dissipating, and my body felt achy and worn. I was exhausted. I supposed fighting zombies did that to a person.

      With a yawn, I let my eyelids flutter shut, and I fell asleep.

      Suddenly, I was back in the cemetery, in the shadows, with the decaying corpse that wore the golden crown upon his misshapen head.

      He growled at me, baring teeth that were black and yellow from years of rot. “Do not interfere, girl. Or you will face my wrath.”

      His hand flew to grab me by the throat, skeletal fingers squeezing the air out of me like a vice. I struggled against him, kicking him. I struck him several times in the legs, or what he had left of them, which was just bones with a bit of sinew wrapped around them. The impact had no effect on him.

      “No!” I shouted. “No! I don’t want to be here!”

      As dreams sometimes do, the scene changed until I was no longer in the cemetery, but on some dark cobblestone paved street. I didn’t recognize it to be anywhere I had been in London. The buildings around me seemed older, prettier.

      Across the street, I saw a small sign overhanging a doorway—Café Fleur.  Cute wicker chairs and small round tables decorated the front. Everything seemed very… French.

      France. That was definitely somewhere in France.

      Jumping out of the darkness, the Corpse King appeared again, clawed hands reaching for me while screeching noises emanated from his open mouth. I turned and ran as fast as I could to get away, but every corner I turned he was there, waiting for me with an army of dead behind him.

      Startled, I sat up awake on the bed. Sweat dribbled down my face, and it soaked the back of my T-shirt. My throat felt sore and raw. Rubbing it, I got up quietly, so I didn’t wake Pinky, and went into the loo.

      I turned on the cold water tap, and splashed water onto my face. When I raised my head to look at myself in the mirror, I saw a series of bruises on my neck. Five of them. Four fingerprints on the left side, and a thumb on the right.
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      NICOLE

      For the few months that followed, I tried to move on, push out the intrusive thoughts and images that kept popping up into my head, especially at night. I continually had dreams about the dead. Bad dreams that involved the frightening Corpse King in the shadows, who always shouted at me and tried to choke me to death if I didn’t outrun him.

      I also had dreams about Paris.

      After that first time when I dreamt of the café and the cobblestone streets, I looked up Café Fleur on the internet and discovered that it was an actual café in Paris. Except, I didn’t recall ever being there. In the past few years, I hadn’t traveled outside of London.

      Maybe once, for a short trip to Wales with a friend. Yet, I dreamt about the place almost every night, and with such detail, that I had to have been there at some point in my life. The sights, sounds, and smells were too vivid to be part of my imagination. I just didn’t know what to do about it, if anything.

      Then, it all became too much, too intense and weird to ignore it any longer.

      It started on a Thursday afternoon…

      While running errands, like hitting the druggist to get my regular prescription, I got hungry, and popped into a local sandwich shop to get a bite to eat. I was craving a bagel with cream cheese, so I ordered it at the counter. When the server brought it to me at the small table by the window, she handed me a plate with a croissant on it, a little cream cheese on the side.

      My brows wrinkled. “I ordered the bagel.”

      “No, hon. You ordered a croissant.”

      I was going to argue some more, but she returned to the counter, and I was starving. So, I ate the croissant with cream cheese, and somehow, the flaky pastry satisfied my hunger more than the bagel ever would have.

      Afterward, I went home to change and get ready for work to find Pinky had come over again. She’d been spending more time at my place than hers. I liked the company.

      Crossing through the cemetery wasn’t an option anymore, so I left earlier to walk to work. The city had fixed what the dead had ruined, but every time I thought about going through it, images of the Corpse King popped into my head. I didn’t need him in there during the day, because he still visited me sometimes in my nightmares.

      Still, the cemetery had once been my haven, and the peace I’d found there was now lost—yet another reason for me to resent the Corpse King.

      As I headed down the street, a strange feeling gripped me. I felt floaty. Like I’d just popped some extra strength, allergy medication or gotten a little too high, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      It was a beautiful warm evening, everyone on the street seemed so happy and chipper. Several people that were shopping, or just out for a nice walk, nodded at me, offering smiles and hellos as I walked past them. Just about everyone seemed to have a dog with them—big ones like the very friendly German Shepard, and little ones like the yappy, yet cute chihuahua that really wanted to hump my leg.

      That wasn’t the odd part, though. That was pretty normal, because animals in general liked me. What wasn’t normal was that every time someone asked what kind of dog the other had, I swore that all I heard was Frenchie. Even when an elderly man asked a couple about their Rottweiler, I heard them say he was a Frenchie.

      By the time I reached the pub, I’d heard the word Frenchie no less than eleven times. I must’ve been more tired than I thought, because I was definitely hearing things. It didn’t help that I’d been looking up everything that had to do with Paris, almost every day, and gorging on croissants. I obviously had the French city on my mind way too much.

      The moment I walked in, Raj greeted me from behind the bar. “Hiya, Nic.”

      “Hey, Raj.”

      “Some inventory just came in. Could you go through it and stock up the shelves?”

      “Sure.”

      I cut through the kitchen toward the back storeroom, where a few crates of alcohol had been delivered. There were a couple of kegs as well, but they were too heavy for me to deal with, so I left that for Raj to do.

      Putting on my apron, I grabbed the box cutter, and cut open the first box to start with the vodka and rum. My gaze swept the packing slip on top as I took out a shiny, clear bottle to check off the list. On the sheet, it clearly said ‘Smirnoff—3 bottles’, but when I looked at the label of the one I held, it had a French name I couldn’t even read next to the word champagne, with a picture of the Eiffel Tower on the label.

      What the hell?

      Startled, I rubbed my eyes, and looked again. It was Smirnoff Vodka. Deciding to ignore it, I took out the other two bottles and checked them off the list. I was afraid to take out the rest of the inventory, but I did it without reading the labels, just checking them off based on the bottle shape and the color of the alcohol inside—I knew them by heart already.

      Once that was done, I went out into the pub to see what stock needed to be replenished. While behind the counter, checking on the amount of whiskey and the different kinds, a young couple came through the door. I noticed them because we usually didn’t get too many young people, we were more a hangout for older men. When I heard them whispering to each other, I froze, I swore they were speaking French.

      “What can I get you?” Raj asked as the pair sat on stools at the bar.

      “Je voudrais une bière, s'il vous plaît,” the young man said.

      I thought for sure Raj would ask him to speak English, but he just went off to pour a beer.

      Perplexed, I stared at the couple. The man turned toward me and smiled. “Comment allez-vous?”

      “Um, I’m sorry?”

      Raj looked at me then. “Est-ce que ça va?”

      “No, I’m not okay. Everyone is speaking French and it’s freaking me out.”

      “Qu'est-ce que tu racontes?” Raj slid the beer to the man. “Personne ne parle français.”

      “Raj, I can plainly hear you speaking French.” I could, couldn’t I? Wait, I was understanding it too??

      He frowned at me like I was nuts, and maybe I was. This entire day was making me doubt my grasp on reality.

      The young woman walked toward me, smiling the whole time, and reaching over the counter to grab my hand. “Aller à Paris.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She squeezed my hand harder, her grin turning cartoonish. “Aller à Paris, Nicole!”

      What the hell? How did she know my name? Did she, or was I imagining it all? I pulled away from her, and noticed she’d left gouges on my wrist, where her fingernails had dug into the skin.

      “I’m leaving. This is all too crazy.” I took off my apron, balled it up and set it on the counter. “Raj, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      He didn’t say anything to me as I walked out, just stared, and so did the young couple. That was weird too, considering the amount of lip he usually threw my way. Our relationship wasn’t the silent type.

      Head spinning, and guts churning from confusion and distress at what had just occurred, I ran home. I was most definitely going crazy. The train had left the station. Cheese had slipped off the cracker… but I now knew what I had to do.

      When I burst through the door into my apartment, Pinky jumped up from the sofa in surprise, clutching the phone to her chest. “I thought you were working.”

      Without answering, I brushed past her and went into my bedroom.

      She followed. “What’s going on? Did something happen?”

      “You could say that.” I crouched next to the bed and reached under to grab my duffel bag. Unzipping it, I started tossing my clothes inside, without paying much attention to what I was packing.

      “What are you doing? Where are you going?” She stood beside me, pink pigtails practically quivering with alarm.

      “Paris. I think.” I didn’t think, I knew. What I didn’t know was how to explain that to her, when I was in such a hurry. Why was I in a hurry? I didn’t have a good reason, other than the driving force inside of me that was urging me to do it.

      “Why are you going there?”

      I took in a deep breath. “Something really strange is happening to me. I’ve been having weird dreams, and although I’m not sure what it all means, I have a very strong feeling that I could find the answers I need in Paris. I have to go, Pinky, and I have to do this alone.”

      From the moment in the cemetery all those months ago until now, Paris had been ingrained in my mind. Everything around me was telling me I had to travel there. It was related to my past; I knew that now. My past, but also my future. If I didn’t go, I was pretty sure I would lose my mind and end up in some asylum, speaking French and drawing pictures of croissants and the Eiffel tower with crème brûlée.

      Pinky’s hands grabbed mine before I could shove another pair of jeans into my bag. “I’ll be all alone if you leave.”

      “You’re not alone,” I assured, glancing up at her. “You have Claudia, Rico, and Pete. They’ll take care of you.”

      Blinking, she briefly considered my words. “Please, can I come with you? I won’t be a bother, I promise.”

      Tears started to well in my eyes, but I didn’t want her to see them. “No, Pinky. You can’t.” Gently, I pulled away from her and opened another drawer to find my fake ID, my stash of money, and other things I needed.

      When my gaze swept the small table by the bed, I considered packing the clock and the hourglass, but I realized I didn’t have room. Besides, I still carried my pocket watch—I patted my pocket to make sure it was still there, relaxing the second I felt its shape and heft under my fingers.

      Upset by my answer, Pinky grabbed one of my pillows, laying back on the bed. “Are you coming back?”

      Her question gave me pause, and a part of me realized this would be harder than I thought. With a heavy sigh, I zipped up the bag and glanced at her.

      “No. I don’t think so… but you can stay here for a bit if you want, the rent is paid for the rest of the month. And you can have whatever I’m leaving behind.” I picked up the hourglass. “You could even sell this at the pawn shop. Won’t be much, but it will help some.”

      Tears filled her pretty brown eyes with my words, forcing me to swallow the lump that formed in my throat.

      Pinky leapt off the bed, hugging me. “I understand you need to do this for yourself, but I’m still going to miss you.”

      “I’m going to miss you too,” I whispered, hugging her back.

      “Will you text me when you get settled?” Pinky pulled away to look me in the eyes and I nodded.

      “Of course.”

      We hugged again.

      Lifting my bag from the floor, I walked toward the door with her, handing her the keys to the flat. Now that I was actually taking control, it felt right in my gut. I was sure that it was what I was supposed to do. Smiling at my best friend one last time, I left, not daring to look back.

      At the train station, I booked a one-way ticket to Paris, second class of course, I didn’t want to waste money on their premiere class.

      Once I was settled in my seat and the train got moving, I began to feel less panicky; the knot in my stomach loosened a bit, but I did start to consider what I was going to do once I arrived at Paris. I didn’t have a plan, just a violent urge to go to the French city.

      Did I know anyone there? I didn’t think so. Maybe I was from there? Although, I didn’t feel French. I definitely felt British.

      As the train entered the channel tunnel, I took out my pocket watch, and ran my thumb over it for comfort. In twenty minutes, I was going to reach my destination, without having a place to settle. My thumb continued rubbing and rubbing the carved metal, and as it did, I thought about all the articles I’d found on the Gods and Pecunia. Something in there had to hold a clue to where I was going, and what I needed to do next.

      Think, Nicole. Think!

      An image suddenly filled my mind… a memory, maybe?

      In it, I was holding one of those Shadowboxes. Mine was made out of brass, and had intricate carvings in the metal that looked like gears and clock faces. When I opened it, I found a tiny rolled up scroll inside, tied with a dark blue ribbon. I untied it, unrolling the parchment to find a message scrawled in a fancy font…

      Congratulations, recruit! You’ve been invited to the Gods’ Army.

      I turned the parchment over looking for the rest, the instructions to get to the academy. I knew there had to be more. Maybe it was still in the box.

      I ran my fingers over the metal along the base and inside the lid. There was nothing there, no hidden latch. Then my gaze landed on the two gears along one side of the inside of the box. Pinching my fingers around the metal, I turned them.

      There was a click and whir, and the bottom of the box slid open to reveal another compartment there, and another tiny scroll. I picked it up and unrolled it.

      “Come to where the Seine runs through to the triumphant door. That is where you will fire-walk through to your destiny.”

      Shaking my head, I snapped back to reality. I had received a Shadowbox. I couldn’t believe it, but I also didn’t understand why I didn’t remember. That was a pretty monumental occasion, not something a person would just forget.

      So why had I?

      Perhaps I would find out in Paris, for now, I needed to figure out the riddle. The Seine was the river that flowed through France, particularly through Paris. That part made sense, but what was the triumphant door? What kind of doors were triumphant? Castle doors? Church doors? Doors to sports arenas? I chewed on the side of my thumb as I considered the answer.

      When the train came out of the tunnel, I realized I was officially in France. Leaning into the window, I glanced at the countryside while we sped alongside it. It was pretty there. My gaze swept over the train car, then landed on an advertisement on one of the TVs that hung from the roof.

      It was a tourist bit for all the things to see in Paris. The Eiffel Tower, the Louvre Museum, the Notre-Dame Cathedral, and the Arc de Triomphe.

      And there it was…

      The triumphant door. That’s where I needed to go.
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      NICOLE

      After getting off the highspeed train at the Gare du Nord train station in Paris, I asked around for the best way to get to the Arc de Triomphe. It was getting late, and I feared it would close before I got there. Although, I wasn’t exactly sure what I needed to do once I made it there, I might have to climb the stairs to the top, but I didn’t know.

      An image of it was burned into the forefront of my brain, beckoning me toward it.

      The guy working the ticket counter told me the best, easiest, and cheapest way was to get on the subway, which was only a block away. So, I jumped onto a subway car and took it to the station closest to Champs-Elysees, then emerged into the gorgeous tree lined street.

      Fresh and verdant, the leaves’ scent instantly drifted into my nostrils, reminding me of home, but that was where the similarities ended. I couldn’t help but gawk at the pretty architecture, flowers, and various shops, as I walked along the famous street to the enormous stone monument standing fifty meters high at the end of the road—like a beacon.

      When I got to the circle, where the arc was, I watched in horror as the cars raced around the traffic. There were no lanes, just chaos, with hundreds of vehicles roaring along the circle in seemingly haphazard directions, and veering off onto one of the twelve streets branching off it.

      How the hell was I going to get across without getting killed? How were the cars not all smashing into each other? I could run fast, but not fast enough to get through that.

      Then, I saw a sign that pointed toward stairs leading to an underground tunnel to the tourist attraction. I ran down the stairs and into the lit tunnel, veering around other people who were walking too slow for my liking. When I came out on the other side, a rush of excitement surged over me. Yet, now that I was there, I didn’t know what to do next.

      Searching for something out of the ordinary that would catch my attention, I walked along the arc. Basically, I was looking for a sign that would trigger another memory. Or waiting for something to jump out at me, something that might be missing from the normality of what I was staring at—not that any of this was normal to me.

      After going through it three times, unable not to marvel at the frescos and carvings in the stone, I got in line to take the stairs to the top of the arc. Fifteen minutes later, I climbed the two hundred and eighty stairs up the circular staircase, then emerged on top of the monument.

      Many of the tourists around me were gasping for breath, rubbing their sore legs and butts from the climb. I, however, hadn’t even broken a sweat, my pulse barely elevated above my norm.

      The view from up there was spectacular. I could see the Eiffel Tower looming from not far away—a dark spear that split the sky—and down Champs-Elysees toward the Louvre. Everywhere I turned, I saw something amazing, but it wasn’t helping me to figure out why I was there, and what I needed to do. It wasn’t a vacation, and I wasn’t there to sightsee.

      I approached the edge, grabbed onto the metal bars erected to prevent anyone from going over, and looked down. The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier came into view, surrounded by velvet ropes, wreaths of flowers laid on top, and the eternal flame lit for the war dead.

      The entire concept of the unknown warrior was fascinating to me, and I would have been drawn to the memorial even without being on this insane quest. However, something else caught my attention while I stared at it. Trying to let it come into my head, I squinted… and I instantly got vertigo, forcing me to take some steps backward, my head spinning.

      Various images blinked like camera flashes in my mind. The Shadowbox, the scroll, the words scrawled across it…

      “Come to where the Seine runs through to the triumphant door. That is where you will fire-walk through to your destiny.”

      I was at the triumphant door. Now I had to walk through it or under it in this case to my destiny…

      “Fire-walk…”

      That part of the riddle reverberated in my mind. What did it mean?

      Bracing a hand against the metal fence, I shook my head to clear it.

      “Est-ce que ça va?” An older woman with pretty, shoulder-length gray hair touched my shoulder.

      I nodded, although I still couldn’t find a reason for why I suddenly understood French. “I’m fine. Just got dizzy.” I pointed to my head and made a circle with my finger. The movement only served to make me dizzier.

      “Okay,” she replied, then moved on with her elderly friend.

      Straightening, I rubbed a hand over my face and blew out a troubled breath. What I was thinking of doing was insane. It had to be insane. I mean, it couldn’t really be real, could it? I kept going over the thought in my head as I took the stairs back down. My stomach clenched with each step.

      With an appreciative glance at the flames swirling out from the large torch installed in the ground, I walked over to the grave, feeling irresistibly drawn to the fingers of scarlet and orange. I’d read that the fire was lit in 1921, in remembrance of those who died in World War I and had never been allowed to go out.

      My eyes focused on the orange and red flickering flames, wondering how that could possibly be a portal to the academy. Was I supposed to step into it and be burned to ash? How could I even trust that the images plaguing my mind were true memories? Maybe I was going insane and actually contemplating my suicide.

      Then I remembered the scene in the cemetery when the dead had risen.

      I’d dreamed of making fire with my hands, and had woken to burnt grass surrounding me. Despite not wanting to acknowledge it, I knew I had done that. I’d created flames from nothing, scorching the earth around me without a burn anywhere on my body.

      Gaze falling to my hands, I wriggled my fingers, envisioning flames twisting around them like tiny snakes. In my mind’s eye, I pictured the fire, felt it like tingles over my skin, not burning. When I snapped my hands closed, I imagined the flames extinguishing and my skin remained untouched. I was unharmed.

      Could I trust those thoughts? The memories?

      Only one way to find out.

      I waited until I was alone at the rope surrounding the tomb, then I quickly swung my leg over it, and stepped onto the memorial before anyone could notice. I knew that it was incredibly disrespectful, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      Heart thundering in my chest, I approached the torch, and my guts roiled in anticipation of what I was about to do. Tremors shook my hands as I reached out toward it, and the tips of my fingers touched the flames. When I didn’t instantly get burned, I kept going until my hand was completely engulfed. I closed my eyes and grit my teeth, expecting the pain to surge up my arm at any point…

      It didn’t.

      All I felt were tingles—what I always thought magic would feel like.

      “Look! That girl is trying to burn herself!” A young girl pointed at me, calling her parents’ attention.

      Others came running, but before anyone could reach me—in particular, the man with the official guard uniform—I sent a silent prayer to any entity that would listen and stepped into the flames.

      I wasn’t sure of what I expected, but it definitely wasn’t the sudden rush of tickly heat that zipped from my toes to the very top of my skull. My head filled with a thunderous roar, not unlike the sound a bonfire made when it was first lit with gasoline. A red haze obscured my vision while several people ran to stop me, their lips moving with sounds I could no longer discern.

      Swiftly, they faded from view, and all I could see was the dancing orange and red blaze. The colors of warmth, passion, and anger surrounded my body, seeping into my eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, until I was choking on their intensity. They poured into me, filling me, stuffing me to the brink of bursting.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t handle it any longer, the assault faded. The harsh fiery colors receded, and when I opened my eyes, a gorgeous green clearing in the middle of a thick clumping of oak trees stared back at me. A warm breeze blew over my skin, rustling the tip of my ponytail. Gaping, I lifted my head to the bright blue sky. I’d never seen a sky so big and clear. A few birds flew by then, settling onto branches of the trees nearby.

      Where in the hell was I?

      I didn’t recognize anything. Not that I even remembered being in such a pristine place before. It was like a holy garden or something.

      The faint sound of voices beyond the trees reached me, so I trudged into the thick growth to investigate. With each step, the voices got louder and louder, but they were still indistinguishable. From between the branches of the treeline, I saw streaks of movement on the ground and in the air, the sight urging me to step out onto a vast green field. My heart instantly leapt into my throat, and I couldn’t breathe.

      It was them. The flying teenage heroes.

      Although the girl with the long blue hair, and the boy with the golden strands and movie-star looks couldn’t be found, there were others. In fact, there had to be no less than twenty people with red wings, running around on the ground or zipping through the sky above me. It appeared they were training for battle.

      Some carried shields, and spears being thrown at targets a long way down the field. Others wielded swords while they flew, clashing their weapons against each other. The clang of metal against metal reverberated across the space, making the little hairs on my arm stand to attention.

      Through it all, a Goddess watched intently, shouting orders at them. She had to be a Goddess, with her short, curly black hair, dark skin, muscular physique, and glorious white wings that spanned at least twelve feet across—from feather tip to feather tip. The woman radiated power, and I could feel it from all the way across the field. I was in awe of her. From my research I decreed this to be Athena.

      Her head suddenly turned to look at me, and I panicked, running back into the trees in some random direction—not back to the clearing where I’d started. As I ran blindly through the forest, a branch caught me in the face, the tip scratching my cheek and then catching in my hair. I frantically disentangled myself and kept going, aware that I had likely left a few long black strands in the tree’s claw.

      Panting hard, I eventually burst out of the trees and into another clearing. Except, that one was more like a garden with its rose and lilac bushes, poppies, and chrysanthemums growing everywhere. Park benches were placed along a cobblestone pathway, meandering around the flowers and plant life. Toiling at the center of the garden were two men, one old, one young, in the process of putting together what looked like a stone table.

      As if sensing me, since I was sure I hadn’t made any noise, the older man turned around to glare at me, and I instantly recognized him from my dreams about making fire. There was no mistaking that deformed face, bulbous nose, and the scar that ran along his skin where none of his thick brown wiry hair grew. This has to be the deformed God of the forge, Hephaistos

      His scowl was instant. “What are you doing here? How did you get back to the academy?” His voice was gravely and low, harsh to my ears as he started hobbling toward me—hands fisted.

      “I… I don’t know,” I stammered, fear and confusion making my whole body shake. “I’m not sure what’s going on, or where I am.”

      Then the younger man turned to see what was going on, and my heart fluttered in my chest. He, too, was from my dreams—the gorgeous boy I tossed my fire ball to in the underground forge. The one who stood up for me to the girl named Iris. The one with the incredible green eyes, cheekbones for days, and the most luscious full lips I’d ever seen.

      His eyes grew wide, and he also walked toward me. Stopping only a few feet away, he gaped at me. His bewilderment at seeing me there was palpable. “Nicole?”
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      CADE

      My heart slammed against my ribs as I stared at her, a bolt of adrenaline shooting through my veins. I couldn’t believe Nicole Martin was standing in front of me again…

      It had been three years since she was expelled from the academy.

      Her black hair was definitely longer, it hung down to her shoulders even up in a high ponytail. Her face seemed thinner, and a bit gaunt, she’d definitely lost weight. Nicole had always been petite but fit, strong looking; now she appeared slightly emaciated.

      The T-shirt she wore hung baggily on her small frame, and her jeans didn’t fit well either, but despite all of that, she was still pretty. However, there was an eerie shadow in her brown eyes that hadn’t been there before—she looked haunted. Haunted, and something else…

      The humor that had so often danced in her irises was gone, and in its place, was something darker. A sense that warned me not to mess with her, because she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

      “How did you get here?” Hephaistos demanded of her.

      Nicole shrunk back from him, even with that flicker of fight in her eyes. She was scared, maybe a bit disoriented too—emotions I’d never seen in her before either.

      “I, um. I’m not really sure.” She swallowed. “I had a dream that led me to Paris, to the Arc de Triomphe, and I-I stepped into the eternal flame. It was really stupid, but it brought me here.”

      Hephaistos’s usual scowl became deeper. “That portal shouldn’t be active anymore. Especially not to you. How did you reactivate it?”

      “I-I don’t know,” she stammered, rubbing her fingers against her temples as if to prompt a memory. “I don’t really know where I am.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Wait a minute. You’re telling us that you don’t know what this place is?” I gestured to the garden we were in.

      She looked me over warily, then shrugged. “I assume I’m at this infamous academy for demigods or something. Even though I didn’t believe in the Gods, until all that stuff about the earthquakes in Pecunia and the forest fire showed up on the news. But I did have a dream about him. Something to do with fire.” Her eyes narrowed at me, assessing me. “You were in it too.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      She shook her head. “No idea. In my dream you seemed like a friend. But with the way you’re looking at me now, I’d say that was hella wrong.”

      Well, she was still incredibly blunt. I guess that was something. Hephaistos and I exchanged a troubled glance.

      “Is that possible?” I asked. “For her not to remember anything and still be able to return here?”

      The God of Fire scratched the wiry stubble on his chin. I’d never seen him so taken aback. “I don’t know, exactly. I know Zeus and Apollo erase the memories of this place from those who are expelled, but we have never run into anyone after the fact.”

      “Expelled?” Nicole mumbled in shock, her confusion intensifying.

      I’d heard rumors about the memory wipes that were done to those kicked out of the academy, but never really considered what that truly meant. Some said it was just a memory deconstruction of this place, what we did, and how to get here. Others spoke of erasing all of their memories. Even those from before they were recruited, and just dropping the recruits off on the human world without any support. Looking at Nicole now, I realized she was proof that the latter rumors were true.

      The fact that she didn’t seem to remember me at all, apart from me being a shadowy figure in a dream, hurt me more than I wanted to admit. I thought the pain of what she’d done had been erased from my being, but having her in front of me again stung my heart.

      “I must be dreaming still. I mean, I walked into that fire, and didn’t die. How can that be real?” She muttered seemingly to herself, as if trying to convince herself of this.

      “You’re not dreaming,” Hephaistos snorted, “but you are obviously an idiot to even try something like that without knowing the reality of it or not.”

      “You’re at the Demigods’ Academy,” I assured her, carefully watching her as I spoke to assess her reaction. Nicole didn’t seem surprised, but there wasn’t any recognition in her expression either…

      Unbelievable.

      “Pinky is going to crap her pants when I tell her.” She shook her head.

      I didn’t know who this Pinky was, but I assumed she was a friend of Nicole’s from wherever she’d been before now. I eyed her curiously while her probing gaze swept over the garden and us again. “You really can’t remember anything?”

      “You sound as if you think I’m lying.”

      “I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve lied.”

      The lack of hurt on her face from my words was another reminder that she didn’t really remember me, or what we’d been to each other.

      She took a step closer to me, in challenge, because in her mind, there was no murky history between us to hold her back. “You don’t know me, mate. I may be a lot of things, but I’m not a liar.”

      Except, I did know her, or at least I did three years ago, when we were both training together. Back then, she’d been fearless and fun, always up to having a good time. We were friends at one point, and would often get in trouble for joking around in classes—usually in Hephaistos’s class, for which he’d always blast us.

      Then… something happened to her.

      I still hadn’t found out what that was. Nicole never told me when I asked, and she became callous and cruel afterward. She started to say and do things that seemed so out of character for her. In the end, she did something unforgivable. That meanness got her expelled.

      “Who else knows you’ve come here?” Hephaistos demanded.

      “No one.”

      “Not even this Pinky person?”

      Her head shook vehemently. “She doesn’t know anything. Please don’t hurt her, she’s been through enough already in her life.”

      Hephaistos winced a little, as if he’d been struck. “I’m not going to hurt her. What do you take me for, girl?”

      Nicole’s gaze dropped to the ground sheepishly, and I had to tamp down the urge to reach out and console her in some way. That was not the Nicole I knew three years ago. Not the laughing, carefree person I met during our first year on the steps of the corridor, after she literally ran into me nearly knocking me down the stairs.

      “We’ll take her to see Prometheus. He can decide what to do with her,” Hephaistos grumbled.

      “Who’s Prometheus?” she asked, startled. “I’ve researched the shit out of the Gods, but never heard this name.”

      “You don’t know who Prometheus is?” I gaped at her, disbelieving.

      “I think we’ve already established that I don’t know shit about shit in this situation.”

      The way she said that made me see the Nicole I used to know, the quick-witted, sarcastic girl who’d always filled my days with joy, and I nearly burst out laughing. Instead, I covered it up by coughing into my hand.

      “You take her to the academy, Cade.” Hephaistos slapped me on the back. “I’ll meet you there. I want to get the last part of the sun dial positioned before I lose the light.”

      I didn’t want to be alone with Nicole. I especially didn’t want to be responsible for her, again, but I didn’t argue with Hephaistos. He was my mentor and my friend, even if he grumbled and complained any time anyone mentioned it, and I respected his decisions.

      “What should I tell Prometheus?”

      “Tell him she breached one of the portals and we don’t know what to do with her.”

      “You could just let me go, and I can go back to London,” she mumbled. “It’s obvious I shouldn’t have come here. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Why did you come back?” I asked.

      Her fingers lifted to her forehead and she rubbed it, as if her head ached. “To get answers, I suppose. Before I saw some of you on TV, I didn’t know any of this, or you, existed. Now, I’m having dreams about Gods and monsters, and flying teenagers.” She rubbed harder. “I guess they’re not dreams, though, but memories. Which is strange and disturbing to me.”

      I felt bad for her. I couldn’t imagine what that would feel like. To have your memories erased, and for them to come back without you realizing that they were memories, and not just something you’ve made up in your head. I’d always thought that what Zeus and Apollo did to those who were expelled, or failed the final twelve trials was cruel.

      Zeus’s words shared during that first day on arriving at the academy had been engraved in my mind…

      “Some of you will fail. And if you do, you will not just be sent back to your families. In fact, you will never be able to go home again. If you fail, you shall be expelled from this academy, cursed to live the rest of your lives in hardship and misery. No one shall take pity on you. No one will help you. You may forever be the lost.”

      To think that had happened to Nicole made my stomach roil.

      “Maybe Prometheus can help you,” I suggested, moving closer to her.

      “I guess.”

      When I reached for her, to grab her around the waist so I could fly her to the academy, she backed away. Her hands lifted toward me in defensive mode.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you to Prometheus.” I unfurled my wings from my back, flapping them a bit to stretch them.

      “Whoa.” Her eyes became huge as she gawked at my wings. Her hand reached toward my left wing. “Can I touch one?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say; no one had ever asked me that before, so I just shrugged. “Okay.”

      When the tips of her fingers brushed over the ends of my feathers, she giggled. Her touch sent a minor ripple of pleasure through my wings, and along my shoulder blades, but I didn’t like the implications of that. I didn’t want to feel things for her. The past few years I had worked hard to forget about her, so I ruffled them a bit, which made her drop her hand and back up—or else be smacked in the face.

      “Let’s go.” Grabbing her swiftly, I pulled her to me. Not gently, not like embracing a lover or a friend. I didn’t want to give her any wrong ideas about what was going on here.

      We weren’t friends. Not anymore. Not after what she did to Iris.

      “Put your arms around my neck.” Once she did, I flapped my wings again, lifting us into the air.

      “Bloody hell!” Nicole gasped as we got higher, and her grip on me tightened. Then her mouth twitched upwards, until a full grin captured her lips.

      My stomach flipped over at the sight.

      I’d forgotten how transformative her smile was. It always made her glow from within. My guttural response made uncomfortable, and so flustered that my hands slipped from around her waist.

      I dropped her.

      And she fell, screaming.

      Instantly, I pulled my wings in and dropped, trying to reach for her, but she was falling too quickly for me to simply get a hold of her arm.

      “Use your wings!” I shouted at her.

      “I don’t have any bloody wings!” she screamed back.

      Oh shit.
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      NICOLE

      “Use your wings!” he shouted to me as I dangerously tumbled through the air.

      My wings? What the hell was he talking about? “I don’t have any bloody wings!” I shrieked, but then the image of the two scars on my back flashed in my mind, showing pale but useless stripes on my skin.

      Oh my God! Did I used to have wings, like he did? Big beautiful white wings.

      That seemed impossible.

      What did seem possible was that I was going to die, because even if I once had wings, I sure as hell didn’t anymore. The thought went through my mind in a quick loop as I plummeted to the ground, the packed earth rising up to meet me at dizzying speed.

      My heart got stuck in my throat just as Cade, his wings out like a jet, swooped under me and caught me around the arms. The bottoms of my Converse hit the top of the huge oak trees. Leaves fluttered down from the impact, and cold wind whooshed through my lungs, stealing my breath.

      I turned in his hold, and wrapped my arms around his waist tight. I wasn’t going to fall again.

      As we passed over the woods, a huge stone castle appeared, looming ahead of us. I’d never seen anything so grand and formidable before, with its gray stone spires and round turrets. Large arched windows peppered all three levels of the structure. Stained glass reflected the sunlight, casting hues of green, blue, and yellow onto the ground and the surrounding bushes and trees.

      In some ways, it reminded me of a Gothic cathedral like the ones I’d seen pictures of in Germany. I supposed it was actually like a church, considering it was where the Gods lived. There was history there, each tower beckoning me forward to whisper its secrets.

      Cade finally landed, thankfully gently, in front of the ten-foot, high arched wooden doors. There were odd symbols etched into the dark, worn wood, but I had no idea what they were or what they meant. Maybe it was like magic to keep evil doers out.

      Another thought struck me. What if I couldn’t go through the doors? Didn’t Cade and Hephaistos say I’d been expelled from the academy for some reason? I must’ve done something bad for that to happen.

      Shit. Maybe I was an evil doer.

      After he folded his wings against his wide back, he walked to the doors that seemed to open on their own. Was it a cool trick, or was it that he was the type of guy who had doors opened for him?

      Cade had that entitled air about him. He looked aristocratic. Like a young prince of some far away fantasy kingdom.

      I followed him over the threshold, wincing in anticipation of being blasted back by lasers, or something as wild for being a bad person. When nothing happened, I breathed a sigh of relief, and took that moment to look around at my unbelievable surroundings.

      The entrance to the academy was like being welcomed to wealth and opulence by the gilded halls of the Gods. Every stone arch was inlaid with flecks of precious metals. Every wall had frescos of Gods doing godly things like eating, prancing around in robes, and playing musical instruments. In some, there were images of battles and wars. They were pretty, and didn’t show the carnage of such things, telling their tales in brushstrokes of rich red, velvety green, and sapphire blue.

      My eyes followed the upward curves of the huge staircase that swept up to the right and left. There was something about it that seemed familiar. A strange floating feeling filled my stomach, one I’d felt before, like I was really, really high. It was almost as though I’d been shown pictures of it, and of the academy, in an old school photo album. Someone turned the pages while I watched, helpless to either stop it or speed it up.

      Cade gave me a funny look. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I… think I remember these stairs.” I rubbed both hands over my eyes, then looked again, tracing the familiar steps. “Or maybe I’ve dreamed of them? I don’t know.”

      His eyes darkened, and he turned away from me. “We have to go to the east wing. That’s where Prometheus’s Hall is located.” He started walking, skirting past the big stone staircase.

      I had to pick up my pace to keep up with him and his long-legged strides. Even with my shorter legs, I was fast, but it would have looked odd for me to trot behind him. My gaze turned left and right with each hurried step down a long, wide corridor, taking in everything.

      We passed other hallways branching off in different directions, a few closed doors, and a few open ones as well. One such huge door opened up into what I assumed was some sort of dining hall, given away by the long mahogany tables and chairs.

      I considered asking questions about the academy along the way, but I suspected Cade wouldn’t enjoy answering them. It was obvious I’d angered him somehow, most likely from something I did in the past. Nothing new there, people seemed to get hurt when they were around me, like Claudia had.

      I really wished I could remember what it was, so I could apologize to him or make it right. It was frustrating not being able to remember.

      “It must’ve been horrible, whatever I did, for you to still be angry about it.”

      My words halted his steps, and he glared down at me. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re pissed at me. It reads all over you.” I gestured to his body language, from the furrows on his brow, the dark look in his eyes, to the rigid way he held his upper body, and clenched fists. The same hands that had held me tight and kept me safe while we were flying through the air. The same hands that clenched even more while he regarded me.

      Finally, Cade sighed, running his fingers through his already tousled hair. “Look, I’m sorry if you feel attacked or whatever. But yeah, it’s really hard to be here with you after what you did. I am still angry. Seeing you again, just brought it all up.”

      Blinking at the frustration and contempt in his voice, I slightly nodded. I didn’t know why, but it bothered me to have him talk to me like that.

      “Maybe if you told me what that was, I can apologize. Whatever I did, I can assure you I’m not that person. I don’t even know who that person is, to be honest.” I shrugged. There was a lot I didn’t know about my prior or current circumstances, and yet, I was still pretty sure that I was supposed to be here, at least right now.

      His heavy silence said he was thinking about it, but then he gave a curt shake of his head. “Let’s talk to Prometheus and see what he says. I’m sure he can fix this and send you back to wherever you came from. Then we can both go back to our lives.”

      “Sure. Fine. Whatever you want, mate.”

      “And don’t call me mate. We aren’t mates. We haven’t been for a very long time.” He marched ahead, leaving me bewildered and a bit pissed off.

      “Fine.” I kept the rest of my thoughts to myself while we strode in silence through another corridor, finally stopping at the end, in front of a tall golden tower. The winding staircase before it led to the top, and I had to stretch my neck to look all the way up to the uppermost floor.

      As I did, I was surprised to see someone, a male someone, flying down toward us. When he landed, I nearly swallowed my tongue. He was stunning up close. I wasn’t one to get starstruck but… Wow. “Whoa. I’ve seen you on TV.”

      His golden eyebrows lifted and he looked over at Cade, who just shook his head.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in later.”

      The guy with the golden waves and brilliant blue eyes nodded, walking away.

      Unable to help it, my head swiveled after him, watching him go. “Who is that?”

      “His name is Lucian.”

      “Is he one of the Gods?”

      Cade snorted. “No, although he’s definitely treated like one.”

      I eyed him carefully. “Jealous or something?”

      “No,” he replied curtly.

      My attention returned to the front, admiring the tower, and I whistled. “That’s a long way up.”

      “You can take the stairs or I can fly you up. Your choice.”

      “I’d like to fly, just as long as you don’t drop me…. again.”

      Cade’s scowl deepened. “I didn’t drop you. You slipped.”

      “Uh-huh, keep telling yourself that to feel better about it.”

      His arm wrapped around my waist, and he yanked me to him, causing me to bounce against his rock-hard chest. “Just hang on.”

      I did, and he flew us up to the top in a few seconds. The moment we touched down, he immediately removed his arm and pushed away from me. Ouch. That almost hurt my feelings. Or it would have if I could remember what we were to each other.

      “Cade, to what do I owe this unexpected visit from you?”

      I turned toward the deep voice to find a big man with curly brown hair, sitting behind a huge stone desk. The rest of the circular room was filled with shelves of books. The man stood, and I nearly stepped back and right off the platform. He was huge, nearly seven feet, or more. I had to crane my neck just to look at him.

      “This is Nicole Martin.” Cade gestured to me. “She used to be a recruit here, but was expelled a little more than three years ago. She was somehow able to return through one of the portals.”

      The large man leaned down to study me, as if I was an insect on display in a glass jar. “Interesting.”

      “Are you Prometheus?”

      “I am.”

      “Then you can send me back, right? Because I made a mistake, and I really don’t want to be here anymore.” Feeling unsettled, I rubbed my hand over my pants’ pocket—where my watch was. It gave me a bit of comfort.

      “Please, sit down Nicole.” The God gestured to one of the big, comfy looking chairs near the floor to ceiling window.

      Sighing, I sat, sinking into the pillowy comfort. It calmed me a bit.

      “Would you like some tea? I’ve just made some.”

      I nodded. “That would be nice, thank you.”

      After pouring tea into a cup, he brought it over to me. The sweet and flowery chamomile scent held a kick as it drifted into my nose. I took a sip and sighed. It instantly made me feel better.

      Prometheus took the opposite chair from me, then pointed to the remaning seat for Cade to take. He did with a big frown—reminding me of a sulky child.

      “I have to say, you’ve given us all a bit of a surprise.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.” I briefly glanced at Cade. “Why’s that?”

      “No one in the history of this academy has ever been able to return to it after being banished, especially not using a portal that’s been closed for years.” He crossed his long legs, his robe hiking up to reveal leather sandals that wound up his calves. “So, that tells me you’re here for a reason, Nicole. I believe you were called back to the academy.”

      Out of every scenario I had in my head about what that man was going to say, that most definitely wasn’t one.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “That is what we’ll have to puzzle out.” He leaned toward me, his gaze focused on mine. “What do you remember about this place?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing, really.” My throat began to get dry despite sipping the tea, so I rubbed it. “I guess, I used to have dreams about monsters and people who could fly, but I always chalked it up to eating too much ice cream before bed.”

      Prometheus chuckled.

      “That changed a couple of years ago, though, when I saw some stuff on TV about weird earthquakes in a city called Pecunia, and then again a year after that about the big forest fire. I remember seeing flying teenagers coming to the rescue.” I gestured to the edge of the platform. “Saw one of them here before we came up here.”

      “Lucian,” Cade explained.

      “Yeah, the TV also showed a blue-haired girl who looked wicked cool.”

      Prometheus nodded in recognition, but a fleeting tinge of sadness entered his eyes.

      “Since then, my dreams have been more vivid, sometimes happening during the day,” I continued, nodding to Cade. “I saw him and Hephaistos in one. So, I’m guessing that those are memories not dreams.”

      “Yes, I would assume so.” Prometheus’s wide hand stroked his chin. “What do you remember of your past?”

      I swallowed, not entirely comfortable with the conversation. I felt like we were treading in waters I didn’t want to go into. “Nothing, really. The first real memory I have is of waking up, lying on top of some old cardboard in an abandoned building. That was about three years ago, I guess.”

      Cade shuffled in his chair, averting his gaze, and looking at everything else in the room but me.

      A troubling look captured the God’s gaze. “So, you don’t have any recollection of anything before that? Nothing about friends or family?”

      Uncomfortably swallowing, I shook my head. I hadn’t thought about the possibility of having a family in years. Tears stung the corner of my eyes, but I didn’t let them fall.

      Not now, not in front of these people I didn’t know.

      Prometheus let out an angry sigh. “Zeus had so much to answer for. It’s a pity I never had a chance to exact those answers from him.”

      Zeus was one of the few Gods I did know the name of, because Pinky talked about him often. In a whirl, visions of a white-haired old man with the power of lightning at his fingertips filled my mind. They made my stomach and head hurt. The scars on my back flared with pain, and I shut my eyes, wincing into myself.

      “Some of these memories will be painful when they return, and I’m sorry for that.” I felt Prometheus’s hand on mine. “I sense you have more to tell me, but for now, I think you should rest. I imagine this is all a huge shock to you.”

      My stomach grumbled suddenly, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since early that morning, and it was nothing more than a couple of Pop-Tarts and a cup of weak tea. “Is it possible to get some food too?”

      The kind God nodded. “Of course. Cade will take you to your living quarters and get you some food.”

      At the mention, Cade got to his feet, and for a moment, it looked like he might refuse. After a few tense seconds, though, he nodded to Prometheus. “I’ll take her to Hephaistos’s Hall.”

      “Good idea.” Prometheus’s attention traveled from Cade to me. “I don’t know about your time here at the academy, or your skills, Nicole. But if you were able to use the fire portal, I have to assume you have an affinity to fire, and would likely have been allocated to Hephaistos’s clan.”

      I didn’t understand anything he had just said, but I was just grateful for some food and a chance for a place to lie down—at least for a night. When you had lived on the streets long enough, you never refused an offer at a bed and some grub.

      After setting the tea cup down on the small table next to my chair, I stood. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Tomorrow, we will figure out what to do with you.”

      Prometheus didn’t say it with any malice, but I was still afraid of what that actually meant.
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      NICOLE

      After Cade flew us down to the first floor, we walked back through the same corridor we came from initially. Instead of returning to the front foyer of the academy where the huge stone staircase was, he led me down a different hallway that branched out to the right.

      Eventually, our path gave way from gilded hallways decorated with bright and airy frescos, to dark, cold stone corridors and floors. It all reminded me of a dungeon, a far cry from the atmosphere of godly excess from which we’d come.

      “This place is huge,” I said in way of small talk, because I didn’t think I would get anything of worth out of Cade. He seemed like he really didn’t want to talk about the past.

      “It’s comprised of twelve separate halls, one for each of the Gods’ clans, the dining hall, great hall, lecture halls, training rooms, auditorium, first-year dorms, and the infirmary… so yeah, it’s huge.”

      Gods’ clans? Training rooms? It all sounded vaguely familiar, albeit insane, and yet, nothing coalesced into a memory.

      “So, there are twelve Gods, then? My research really didn’t specify.”

      “There used to be. There are only six remaining of the original twelve that ran the academy. There are other Gods though, Demigods, and Titans.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “You would’ve learned most of it as a child,” he huffed. A huff that was full of attitude.

      I was tempted to roll my eyes but managed to refrain. “Maybe I did. But as I’ve said before, if you’d bothered to listen, I don’t remember shit about my past. And by the sounds of it, something was done to me against my will as punishment, so it’s really not my fault.”

      A sudden urge to break something coursed through my being, and I wondered what he’d do if I kicked one of the many statues erected along the corridor. They were large, and probably weighed a ton each, but I was sure that I could do it.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled without looking at me.

      Not a real apology in my book, but I decided to let it slide. For now, at least.

      After that, we walked in silence for a bit, while I made a mental note of every room and corner we passed. I was mapping it out in my head for future use, because there was no way I was going to become some kind of prisoner here.

      “I like the sound of that dining hall,” I slily reminded. It seemed like he’d forgotten I needed to eat. “Any chance we can pop in and grab some food? I would kill for a burger and chips.”

      My stomach chose that moment to growl, but I wasn’t embarrassed. Everyone got hungry. Thirsty, too, my mouth was dry as the desert.

      He side-eyed me. “You never used to eat meat.”

      “Hmm. Well, when you live on the streets you learn to eat whatever you can find. I did my fair share of dumpster diving behind fast food joints. A half-eaten burger was fine dining.” I snorted nonchalantly as if it was no big deal. But it was. It was a huge deal. I still got nauseated any time I went near one of the big bins— the smell of rotting food combined with discarded grease was too familiar. Yuck.

      “That sounds like it sucked.” His voice was flat, but it seemed to cost him to offer even that much empathy.

      “It did,” I answered in the same flat tone, no hint of emotion that might beg for sympathy.

      We stopped in front of a bank of closed doors, in another dark corridor that belonged inside a medieval castle. He opened the one closest to us and gestured for me to enter. “This will be your room while you’re here.”

      I stepped inside the gloomy room. Cade flicked on the lights, illuminating the space that consisted of a bed, dresser, side table, and a cozy area near the barred window with a small sofa, table, and several bookshelves crammed with books. A ceiling fan gently whirred over head. It even had its own lavatory, thankfully, and suddenly a shower had never sounded so good.

      The dark red and gray color scheme left much to be desired, but I wasn’t going to complain. It was bigger than most places I’d lived in, clean, and I had it to myself. To a street rat like me, it was a small piece of paradise.

      “Stay here in your room. Don’t go wandering around unchaperoned. I’ll have someone bring you some food.”

      “Not you?” I liked the food part, but I didn’t feel like I was done with him, or he with me.

      “No, I have other things I need to do. Important things.”

      I shook my head. “Wow. I really must’ve done a number on you.”

      “You hurt someone I cared about. You hurt her badly.” His gaze was harsh, penetrating.

      My chest started to ache from it, piercing right through my shields, which were normally impenetrable. Unconsciously, I rubbed at my sternum to ease it. “Fair enough. I understand not wanting to be around me then.”

      His condemning gaze remained on me a moment longer. “Just stay in your room, okay? There are a lot of guards around the academy, they won’t hesitate to incarcerate you when they realize you don’t belong here.”

      “Got it. Thanks.” I shut the door on his face before he could continue saying things that hurt. If I’d wanted to be insulted and used as a punching bag, I would’ve stayed in London and had another go around with Fat Matt.

      Sitting on the bed, I waited for my food. My back rested against the wall, and I brought my legs up to my chest, hugging them tightly. This was all a lot to take. I had in fact been here before as some kind of recruit, being trained in different types of combat—evident by the show of people flying around with swords and spears in the field where I arrived.

      I’d had a family and friends who I left behind for a chance to come here. They probably didn’t even know if I was alive or dead, and that had all been ripped away from my mind by two assholes in robes and sandals. Part of me wondered if I would get a chance to face my torturers. I had a lot to say to them.

      Though, I’d obviously done something to warrant it. Cade confessed I’d hurt someone, but how bad could it have been to have my entire life and existence erased?

      The tears came, and it was pointless to resist them. I hadn’t cried in a very long time. My first few months on the streets, I’d done it more than enough, but at this moment, in this place, it felt like a good time to let it all out. I was alone here, no one would see me, or hear me.

      Sobs scorched my throat, escaping me. Uncontrollable, heart-wrenching sobs that racked my entire body. Then the despair turned to hot, unbearable anger.

      I vaulted off the bed, and went into the bathroom, flicking on the light. Tearing off my T-shirt, I turned to look at the two thin scars on my shoulder blades. My fingertip traced one of them, and I winced when it awakened an itch and burning sensation.

      I’d had wings.

      I’d been one of those flying teenagers I’d seen on the TV, with the wide expanse of bones and red feathers. Soaring and swooping in the air, doing hero-like acts of bravery probably would’ve been wicked cool for me with those wings.

      I would have been a superhero—like Pinky always claimed I was.

      Yet, they’d cut them off me, like a surgeon taking out bits of cancer from a malignant tumor.

      Fury burned inside me. My body temperature rose, and I felt it percolating at the surface, like a volcano ready to erupt. In the mirror, I watched as my skin actually turned pink, then bright red, reminding me of a lobster being boiled. Abruptly, the shower curtain caught on fire behind me, and I turned just as it was reduced to ash. It scattered across the clean, polished floor, dotting the toes of my Converse.

      “Oh, shit!” Startled laughter bubbled out while the fury dissipated.

      After putting my shirt back on, I plucked a gray towel from the rack, wet it, and tried to clean up the mess I’d made. Satisfied, I dropped the towel into the shower then retreated back into the room. Obviously, I had some serious fire power. I wondered what other abilities I could wield. Since arriving at the academy, a level of energy had begun to stir just underneath my skin.

      Pulling the pocket watch from my pants, I ran my thumb over it. It prompted me to remember the strange shifts in time I’d experienced—once in my bedroom like déjà vu, and at the pub, when I’d been able to catch the glass that fell. I also remembered the extreme strength I seemed to possess. Now that I was really thinking about it, I’d always been stealthy, with an unusual amount of balance that others didn’t have, and my slight of hand skills were stellar.

      Were those the powers that I’d developed here?

      Driven by curiosity I jumped onto the bed, then leapt from there onto the coffee table, the arm of the sofa came next, then back to the bed, landing on one foot on top of the spoke of the metal frame. I didn’t even wobble. Not the best display of my balance, but it was a start.

      Back on the ground, I picked one of the books from the shelf. With one hand on my pocket watch, I flung it into the air while rubbing the glass face—hoping to stop or delay time and catch it, but it didn’t work. The hardback thudded to the floor unceremoniously. I tried it again, and again, running my thumb over a different part, but each time I failed. Soon, there were more books on the floor than there were on the shelves.

      How had I done it last time?

      With careful eyes I inspected the watch’s every detail. When I spied the smallest of buttons along the side of the brass, I ran my finger over it, finding it would give if I pressed on it. I must’ve pushed it that night at the pub, when I banged my hip against the counter. A total strike of luck no doubt, but it had started something—setting it all in motion.

      Going back into the bathroom, I found a drinking glass on the shelf and brought it into the main room, setting it on top of the bookshelf.

      Here goes nothing…

      I pushed the glass off at the same time that I pressed the side of the pocket watch, hoping to get the same results I did at the pub. A breath froze in my lungs as I reached for the falling glass.

      It worked! Actually, it was even better than before. The glass stopped moving altogether, suspended in air.

      While my fingers wrapped around it, I glanced at the room. Everything seemed to be frozen, even the fan had stopped spinning. Like I was looking at a photo of the space, instead of being inside it.  Letting out a surprised breath, I lifted the glass to set it back onto the shelf. That seemed to activate the room, like it released the air it had been holding as well, I could sense it brushing against the skin on my arms and the back of my neck, then everything went back to normal.

      “So wicked cool!” I laughed, a small whoop! of excitement escaping me.

      A hard knock on the door startled me and I flinched, my shoulder bumping against the shelf. The glass tumbled, shattering into a hundred pieces when it hit the floor.

      “Shit.”

      I went to the door and opened it, hoping to see Cade, but expecting someone I didn’t know with a doggy bag for me. Either way, my stomach growled in anticipation of having food shoved into its empty depths. What I didn’t expect at all, was the two-foot-tall mechanical robot with expressive eyes, wheeling into the room. It carried a tray topped with a bunch of different foods in his little metal arms.

      The smell of pizza hit me hard, and saliva pooled in my mouth.

      Stopping by the coffee table, the small robot set down the tray on top, then turned toward me and waited. His eyes blinked as it looked up at me. Stunned into silence, I stared down at the strange little robot, wondering what he was waiting for.

      “Um, thank you?”

      “You are welcome, Nicole,” he replied in a low, staccato electronic voice.

      “Whoa.” I took a step back. “How do you know my name?”

      “Because, Nicole, we are best friends and I have missed you.”
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      NICOLE

      “Excuse me? I’m what now?” I stammered to the weird robot contraption. I hadn’t thought that this day could possibly get any weirder, but this little creature had just showed up to prove me wrong. “I don’t even know who or what you are.”

      “My name is Tinker, and you made me,” he insisted, remaining in place.

      “Whoa. Okay, I got to sit down for this.” I plunked down into the sofa and stared at the mechanical gnome-like creature. I felt like Alice, falling down the rabbit hole. Apparently, nothing was too strange for my current reality.

      Tinker just continued to blink at me with his gear-shaped eyes. He appeared to be a robot, a hunk of moving metal parts, and yet, I could have sworn that he actually saw me—that his eyes were somehow real.

      “You’re telling me that I made you? A moving, talking, robot with AI?” My brow furrowed as I tried to process that. Not bad for someone whose largest responsibilities were mopping stale beer, and making sure that Pinky ate something from time to time.

      “Yes.” He probably added obviously in his whirring little brain.

      Laughter escaped me. “Holy shit. I’m a blooming genius.”

      “With Cade’s help, and Hephaistos’s powers, of course.”

      My heart squeezed a bit at that, and I had to rub at my sternum again. Cade. He’d told me bits and pieces of our past, but I still didn’t really understand who he had been to me. Who we were to each other.

      “Did Cade send you to bring me food?”

      His dome head nodded with a slight squeak. Someone needed some oil.

      Maybe Cade didn’t hate me as much as he wanted me to believe. Maybe Tinker was his olive branch. As olive branches went, a cute little talking robot was pretty top notch. Pinky would lose her ever-loving mind if she could see him. Raj would see free labour.

      I reached for the pizza on the tray; it was vegetarian, but I didn’t mind. It was loaded with all the vegetables I loved. Folding it, I took a big bite. Thinking about scavenging food from dumpsters and their pungent smell earlier had turned my stomach a bit, but the deliciously smelling food instantly remediated the problem.

      While I chewed, I surveyed Tinker. I couldn’t believe I’d possessed the abilities to create something so magical and amazing.

      After finishing the pizza slice, I picked up the plate of French fries, which were drenched in malt vinegar and ketchup, just how I liked them. “Did you pick out all the food?”

      “Yes. I chose all of your favorites.”

      I surveyed the selection. Loaded veggie pizza, crispy fries, and a bagel toasted golden brown with a half inch of cream cheese slathered onto it. There was also a platter of perfectly fried French toast, laden with ripe strawberries, and lashings of heavy cream. A bright yellow banana, a crisp scarlet apple, and a mound of fresh spaghetti covered in a sauce that was chunky with juicy tomatoes and fresh herbs.

      Next to them sat a pitcher of iced water, frosted with condensation, and a plastic litre of Pepsi rounded out the feast. Indeed, those were an example of all the favorites that I enjoyed at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And I was more than a little taken aback by the tenderness and thought—could robots think—that had gone into the preparation of this smorgasbord.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been surrounded by so much food. In fact, I was pretty sure that I had never been, at least not in the memories that I currently recalled.

      The haphazard stacking of the plates made me chuckle, though. Some of the spaghetti sauce had gotten onto the French toast.

      “Thank you, Tinker. This is pretty cool.”

      “You are welcome. And yes, I am pretty cool.”

      I burst out laughing, especially at Tinker’s delivery. “Obviously, I didn’t program a modesty setting.”

      Tinker observed me in silence while I finished the fries, and then ate the spaghetti. He had wheeled a little closer to me when he thought I wasn’t looking, and I found the move endearing. Tinker was like a small dog, eager to please his owner.

      “So, what have you been doing the past few years, since I’ve been gone?”

      “I am employed by Dionysus as a server. I present food and drinks to the guests at his many, many social gatherings.”

      “Dionysus is the God of Wine, Women, and Song, correct? I read that in a book I found.”

      “Yes. Although, I disagree. He has a terrible voice and cannot sing. But he does make and drink a lot of wine, and also entertains plenty of women.”

      Laughter escaped me again. It felt good to have things to laugh about here.

      “I imagine you know every inch of this academy and the grounds.”

      “Yes, I do. I have a detailed map in my memory bank.”

      “I bet you also know where all the guards are posted.”

      Tinker blinked several times at me, considering my question. “Yes,” he finally answered. “Is there a reason you are asking this question?”

      I shrugged. “I thought you could be my tour guide, since I don’t remember anything about the academy.”

      “Cade informed me that you were not allowed to leave your room.”

      “Yeah, that’s because he is concerned about my safety. I don’t remember how to get around the academy. But I have you to guide me now, so I’m perfectly safe.”

      Tinker’s eyes blinked several times again—perhaps an indicator of his systems powering through its logic, and scenario knowledge banks. Then, he reached out a hand to me. “It would be an honor to be your guide, Nicole.”

      “Thank you, Tinker,” I offered, shaking his hand. “You are a good friend.”

      That must’ve pleased the little robot, because the top half of his round body started to spin.

      After stuffing the bottle of Pepsi into my backpack, in case of an emergency, I slung the straps over my shoulders and got ready to leave. I slowly opened the door and peered out into the corridor. It looked empty.

      “All right, the coast is clear.” Opening the door fully, I stepped out, with Tinker wheeling out behind me.

      “Where do you want to go, Nicole?”

      “Is there a way outside from this hallway?”

      “No. We must travel one hundred yards down Hephaistos’s Hall to the east wing’s main corridor, then another one hundred yards to Athena’s Hall. We’ll turn right at the Hall of Learning, and then walk another twenty yards to the castle’s entrance, where we will find the path to the main garden.”

      “Okay, let’s get going then.”

      I started walking; Tinker wheeled along beside me. When we got to the end of the corridor, the robot stopped.

      “There will be two guards coming down this corridor in exactly two minutes and ten seconds.”

      Getting my pocket watch, I got ready to press it when the guards showed. I knew I was taking a huge risk, but I thought it was worth it. I wanted to get out of here. They’d messed with my mind once already; I didn’t want that to happen again.

      “I’m going to try to stop time, Tinker, with my watch. When that happens, I’ll run down the hallway so the guards don’t see me, but they will see you. So, just act normal.”

      “Right. Act normal.”

      Pressed against the wall, while Tinker did his best to do the same, I watched and waited until I could hear the guards making their approach. At exactly two minutes, their footsteps echoed around me. I counted to ten under my breath, then pressed the button on the side of my pocket watch. The guards froze midstride.

      It worked. Time stopped.

      I dashed into the corridor and ran as fast as I could down to the marker that read Hall of Learning, then ducked around the corner. When I peered back down the way I came, I saw the guards moving again as if nothing had happened. Tinker rolled out in front of them, making funny beeping noises. The men paid him no mind.

      My hand flew to my mouth, to stop me from laughing at his “acting normal”. Tinker rolled to my location while the guards turned down a different hallway.

      “Well done.” I patted Tinker’s metal dome head.

      “Thank you.”

      “Do we have any more guards to worry about?”

      “No. We should be unimpeded along our way to the main doors.”

      While we moved through the empty corridors, I asked Tinker to tell me everything he knew about the academy. Which was a lot. By the time I stepped outside through the large wooden doors, I had learned that this place was in fact thousands of years old. It had been established for the Gods and mortals to work together to create a harmonious existence.

      Prometheus, who was a Titan not a God and therefore created first, had been one of the academy’s founders, but he was usurped by Zeus and a few of the other Gods, and the Titans were trapped in a desolate prison world called Tartarus. The academy then became a training center for soldiers to join the Gods’ Army, to basically keep the Titans imprisoned.

      That had changed when the blue-haired girl I’d seen on the TV came to the academy. Her name was Melany, and she basically altered the course of history by destroying Zeus and releasing the Titans from Tartarus. The more I heard about her, the cooler she sounded. It was too bad I would never be able to meet her.

      When I asked about her, Tinker told me that she was gone. He said some believed she was dead and living the good afterlife in Elysium, while others thought she was in another state of being with the God of the Underworld, Hades.

      I didn’t know about all that, except I would’ve loved to have met her.

      Once outside, I inhaled a refreshing breath of warm night air. Being cooped up in a room, no matter how nice it was, made me realize how much I hated being isolated anywhere. I preferred being outdoors and able to move around freely. However, now that I was out here, I didn’t know where to go.

      I had intended to leave, ask Tinker to find another portal so I could go back to London, but to be honest, after learning a few things about my past and who I had been, I wanted to know more. Maybe I could find out who my parents were and where they lived, although that kind of scared the crap out of me. I mean, how much of a head trip would it be if I just showed up on their doorstep?

      Perhaps, I could also uncover my true purpose, because I knew I had one. I’d always felt it in the back of my head, like a pressure point being pushed to the edge of pain.

      “Where do you wish to go?” Tinker asked.

      “Is there a place I used to always go to when I was here?”

      “Yes. There is a garden you would spend most of your time in.”

      “Could you take me there?”

      “Yes, but it is a bit of a walk.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not like I have anything else to do right now.”

      “Just let me shift into woodland mode.” Tinker shrunk, his wheels disappearing inside his metal body. Whirring and clunking sounds escaped him, and then his body popped up to reveal chain treads, like a war tank would have.

      “Cool wheels. I didn’t know I was so clever.”

      “You did not install my new treads; Cade did so a couple of years ago. He thought it would be easier for me to join him on his treks into the woods, with the proper tracks.”

      “Oh. Well, clever Cade, I guess.”

      “Yes, Cade is very clever. He is the smartest person you know.”

      I laughed at that, since Tinker was probably right, but I couldn’t remember it.

      After turning on his headlights, which were installed as ears, he led me across one of the many training fields that seemed to pepper the grounds around the academy, and into the surrounding trees. Thankfully, there was a well-worn path to follow. I really didn’t relish tripping and falling over some rotting, broken branch and breaking my ankle.

      The walk along the woods was pleasant. The air was so clean and clear there, scented by flowers, the trees, and the dirt beneath my feet. Thoughts of practicing my fire abilities stirred, but then I considered my location, and decided that was best left for when I couldn’t start a forest fire.

      After a good twenty minutes, a light beyond the tree line sparked to life. Whatever it was, it glowed an orange-red color, not unlike the flames I could create in my hands. Except, it wasn’t the glow of a campfire or a lamp, because it seemed to bounce in the air.

      I tapped Tinker on top of his metal head. “Turn off your lights.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Tinker did as I asked while we neared the clearing. From the tree line, I could make out a person doing some work near a stone structure. The more I surveyed the area, the more realization dawned on me… this was the garden that I’d found Cade and Hephaistos in earlier.

      It probably shouldn’t have surprised me that this was a place where I’d often come to in the past. It was a pretty spot, and I felt at peace in it. The other realization I had, was that the person in the shadows was Cade.

      “I know you’re there, Nicole. You might as well come over here,” he called. “I heard Tinker coming down the path, so I figured you’d convinced him to help you get out of the academy.”
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      NICOLE

      “Hello, Cade,” Tinker greeted as he rolled out of the woods, and I followed. We moved toward him and the glow of light, which I soon discovered was a floating ball of fire. The sight tugged at my memory, making my fingertips tingle.

      “Hello, Tinker. I thought I told you not to let her out of her room?”

      The little robot jerked oddly, which I interpreted as a kind of shrug—complete with some sass. I realized that I liked the creature more than I liked most people, which I suppose made sense if I’d made him.

      Mesmerized by the fire globe, I reached out a hand to touch it, jerking my fingers back at the last moment. When I remembered that I’d travelled here through dancing flames, I reached for it again.

      “Can I make one?”

      “You used to be able to… Yours were always bigger and brighter than anyone else’s.” His voice was flat, making it clear that he was not open to any kind of reminiscing.

      Suddenly sad, I dropped my hand. It was hard to hear about the things I used to be able to do, and events I had experienced. Especially knowing that the knowledge, and maybe even the ability, had been torn out of my mind. Out of my soul, because I knew in that moment that fire was mine.

      “Sounds like someone is jealous,” I replied with a snicker, deliberately trying to lighten the mood.

      It worked. Cade didn’t respond, but I caught the slight upturn of his lips even in the shadow.

      My attention traveled to what he’d been working on before I arrived. It was the same thing I’d interrupted him and Hephaistos with earlier. On closer inspection, I could see that he was building a stone sun dial. It was beautiful, if impractical.

      I ran my hand over it. “You know, it’s much easier to tell time with a watch or clock.”

      “Ha, ha. You’re funny.” His voice was lighter now, just a fraction.

      “I kinda am.” I gave him my winningest smile, hoping it would thaw him out a bit. Why I cared so much about what he thought of me was a mystery, though, I supposed I could hazard a guess. The guy was not hard to look at, and he definitely was the type of guy I’d fall for. Back in London, I had a few trysts with tall, dark-haired men.

      Cade looked away, putting his attention back onto the flat stone circle he’d been setting up on top of the stone base. It looked really heavy, and I wondered how he’d been able to lift it. Obviously, everyone here had super strength.

      The way I’d trotted up the steps to the Arc de Triomphe with hardly any effort at all, while the tourists around me sweated and wheezed, returned to my mind, making me question if maybe I could lift that stone base too.

      I didn’t try though, because I didn’t want Cade to get angrier with me. If I was given another chance here, I was going to do whatever I could to change his mind about me. This me. Present me. There was nothing I could do about past me, or whatever it was she had done. Apparently, past Nicole had been a bit of a dick.

      “You don’t remember this?” His hand stroked the gnomon, turning it toward the North.

      Wait, how did I know which way was north?

      My brow deeply wrinkled. I was surprised to know what he was doing, but I had instantly. “I don’t know. Maybe? I actually know what that’s called,” I pointed to the time indicator that stuck out of the rock, “so the memory must be in there somewhere.”

      “It was your idea, initially.” Cade cast me a sidelong glance.

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “You begged Hephaistos for months to let you build it.”

      Curiosity awoke in me, and I walked around the structure, studying it, trying to dig into my head to find my connection to it. A robot and a sundial? That seemed strange, though, when I thought of my skill as a pickpocket, I supposed that I was actually pretty good with my hands.

      “Why? It seems like such an odd thing for me to want to do.”

      “You had a strong affinity to fire, metal, and stone. It was evident during our first day in the forge with Hephaistos. You took to it instantly, surprising the hell out of him when you picked up a hot piece of metal and started to mold it in your bare hands.”

      “I did what?!” I gawked at him. “That’s crazy.”

      “Yeah, it was.” He snickered. “Crazy, but amazing.”

      Slowly, I lifted my hands in front of my face and inspected them, turning them this way and that, trying to connect them to my past actions. It seemed impossible that I’d been able to do that. Still, only a few days ago, I didn’t know I could create fire inside them and I had.

      Focusing, I tried to picture flames erupting from my fingers; imagined it snaking out of the pores of my skin to curl around each digit. Within a few seconds, fire burst to life in the palms of my hands.

      I laughed. “Does it ever stop being cool that you can conjure fire with just a thought?”

      “No, it’s always cool.”

      When I looked up at Cade, I found him smiling, and we shared a moment. My belly fluttered with a hundred butterflies as our gazes met. Damn. The boy had allure oozing out of him, and I wondered—not for the first time—if when I was here before, we’d been more than friends. The way my body responded to him, made me think that past me had a hard crush on Cade, because present me was sure digging his sexy vibes.

      Unfortunately, he was not digging mine too much, because his gaze soon dropped. “You can manipulate water and earth like that too.”

      I closed my hands, snuffing out the flames. “Say what now? You’re kidding?”

      “Nope.” He crouched, set his hand onto the ground, and concentrated. Within a couple of seconds, I felt something move under my feet. The packed dirt cracked open, and a tiny plant sprout emerged.

      “Holy shit!” I giggled. “That’s awesome.”

      Standing, he wiped his hand onto his pants. “I’m not that good with plants. Now, if you want to see someone who can literally move trees and make chasms in the earth like Goddess Demeter, you should meet Georgina. Every garden here grows like crazy because of her.”

      “Can you make water with your hands?”

      Cade shook his head. “No, that’s hard to do. Besides, I don’t have a strong affinity to water. I’m like you. Fire, rock, and metal are my things.”

      “What other powers do you have? What other powers did I have?”

      “We learn to use every element during training. Fire, water, earth, lightning and shadow. We also learn to fly and fight.”

      With his mention of flight, my back started to twinge again, and I rolled my shoulders.

      He must’ve noticed, because he gave me a pitying look. “Why don’t you have wings anymore?”

      “I’m pretty sure they were cut out of me. I have two long scars on my shoulder blades, though I never knew what they were from. A friend pointed them out to me once, but I didn’t have an explanation. I guess now I know.”

      “I’m sorry. I really am. I couldn’t imagine not having my wings.”

      Sighing, I kicked at a stone on the ground. “Yup, me too.”

      “For what it’s worth, I didn’t know they would do that to you.”

      I didn’t know what that was worth, since I didn’t know what Cade’s role was in my expulsion and banishment from the academy. Had he been the one to “turn me in” for whatever it was that I did? I had no way of knowing. Maybe I could ask him, but I couldn’t be sure he’d tell me the truth. I needed to find someone who would tell me everything, no matter how horrible it was.

      Before I could say something, Tinker started to make beeping noises all of a sudden, and his body spun. “There’s something happening at the stables.”

      Cade frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I can hear the animals’ distress.”

      Cade’s wings expanded fully from his back and he flapped them.

      “I can’t fly,” I reminded him.

      “I know.”

      “You’re not going to drop me again, are you?”

      He made a face. “I didn’t drop you the first time.”

      Stepping closer, I wrapped my arms around him, as he secured an arm over my waist and looked at Tinker. “Can’t take you this time, Tink.”

      “That is fine. I will return to the academy in hyper mode to inform the others about the trouble.” With that, the little robot zoomed across the garden and onto another path in the woods.

      Cade took us into the air, soaring over the treetops until we were on the other side, and I could see the roofs of what I assumed were the stables. Next to them, another training field extended, set up with archery targets and what appeared to be some kind of obstacle course.

      As we got closer, the sounds of distressed animals reverberated around us. Something was definitely happening.

      We landed near one of the stable doors that looked like it had been pulled off its hinges. Cade entered, but before I could follow him in, a huge animal with the body of a lion and the head and wings of an eagle thundered past me—nearly knocking me to the side. It took to the air with a loud squawk.

      Although I was stunned by the sight, I kept my cool, and went into the stables to see what was going on and find Cade. His shout reached me and I ran toward his voice, but a man suddenly jumped on me from behind. He pushed me to the ground, stopping me from reaching the stall where Cade was.

      Strong hands pulled at my hair, scratching the back of my neck. Struggling, I managed to buck the man off me, and turn my body. In some regards I wish I hadn’t, because what I saw trying to rip into my body and throat was a thing of nightmares. Though, I remembered seeing something similar that night in the cemetery, when the dead clawed their way out of their graves.

      The decayed man, with pieces of his face hanging by a few tendons, jumped on me again, hands reaching for my neck. His jaws opened, and the few teeth he had left gnashed at the side of my head. I pushed against his shoulders to keep him away, but he was surprisingly strong for someone who’d been dead for years.

      “Go! Get out of here!” Cade shouted while I rolled around on the dirty, wooden floor of the stable with the zombie.

      The thunderous rumble of hooves followed, when three huge black horses galloped past me, shaking the boards beneath my body. Their quick movement actually created a breeze, blowing back wisps of hair of the dead guy trying to eat my face.

      A large shadow loomed over me, and I turned to see another of the huge black horses hovering. Its red eyes stared into mine as curls of black smoke emerged from its nostrils. The moment it reared up, I shut my eyes, anticipating the thud of its hooves on my body. I did hear a thud, but it didn’t land on me.

      My eyes opened just as the corpse went flying into one of the stalls, its head barely attached by the neck. The scary horse stomped its feet near me, blew out a large puff of black smoke, then galloped out of the stable.

      “Thank you?” I called after it.

      After scrambling to my feet, I ran to where Cade’s grunts and shouts originated. Inside a huge stall—the royal stall I’d call it—I found him fighting with two decayed bodies, while two others struggled to put a golden rope around a majestic, white winged horse.

      Cade fought one of the zombies that had a pitchfork, blood spots staining his shirt where the prongs had stabbed him. Urgently, I scanned the stall, and spotted another pitchfork leaning against the wooden wall. I ran for it, just as the other corpse realized what I was doing and raced me to it.

      It got there first, grabbed the makeshift weapon, and swiped it at my head. I managed to duck under it in time, then spun around and kicked it in what would have been its stomach. The impact was the same, forcing it to stumble backward and hit the wall.

      I reached into my pants pocket for my watch. If I could press the side, maybe I could stop time to help Cade and the horse—that seemed to be what the dead were after. In my haste, I fumbled with it, dropping to the ground. My hand plunged into the pile of straw, but as I wrapped my fingers around it, the pitchfork rammed into my flesh.

      Hot, searing pain zipped up my arm and I cried out.

      It was so intense that my head swam, and bile rose to my throat. Blinking, I tried to focus, but a strange power rushed through me, bubbling to the surface. My body ignited, and flames sprouted into my hands to combat the pain.

      “Nicole, stop! You’ll light the whole place on fire.”

      Except, I couldn’t stop it. The agony searing my being was making it hard to concentrate. I watched in horror as the fire crept up along the pitchfork, turning the wood black, then flames leapt off the end and landed on the corpse still gripping the handle. Its whole body lit up like an inferno. Within seconds, it was reduced to ash on the ground, but the fire swiftly looked for another host.

      Desperately, I tried to rein it in, but I was no longer its mistress. It had an agenda of its own.

      “I can’t stop it! I don’t know how!”

      Now that the wooden handle was burnt, I yanked the iron prongs out of my flesh, the flames I’d produced instantly cauterizing my wounds. As I stood up, a bucket full of cold water splashed over me, dousing the fire on my hands, and thankfully, putting out the blaze that had started crawling up the side of the stall.

      Sputtering from the water, I turned to see Cade toss the bucket aside and turn to aid the winged horse, but it was too late. The undead had gotten the golden rope around its neck, and they were mounting its back. With a kick of rotting heels, the beast burst out of the stall, and galloped through the stable.

      Cade ran out after it while I stumbled behind him, cradling my wounded hand to my chest. Yet, when we got outside, the horse was in the air, flying away. He shot up to follow, but one of the last zombies leapt up and grabbed him by the leg, keeping him from flying. Cade kicked at it, but it held on, weighing him down.

      Unsure of what I was doing, I lunged at the corpse to wrap my arms around it, and squeezing my eyes shut, I called to the flames. I didn’t know if it would work, especially since I was soaked, but I had to try something. Within seconds, I felt the heat within me awake and rise to the surface. My clothes instantly dried, and the stench of burning flesh and bone engulfed the air.

      I hoped like hell that it wasn’t my own odor filling my nostrils, or I was going to be so pissed.

      The next second, I crashed onto the ground, covered in ash and blackened bits of skin and cloth.

      “Nicole!” Cade landed and crouched at my side, gently touching my face.

      Blinking, I glanced up at him. “I’m okay.”

      A long sigh of relief left him just as other people flew in, touching down near us. I recognized the golden Demigod from before—the one Cade had called Lucian. With him arrived a dark-haired man wearing a bow tie, I think this was the God Hermes, a woman with chocolate brown skin and short onyx curls, Goddess Athena who I had seen in the training field when I arrived, and a very large, very muscular man who I recognized from the TV report from years earlier. Heracles.

      “What happened?” Athena asked.

      “They took Pegasus,” Cade answered, frustrated.

      “Who did?”

      Cade’s green eyes filled with concern as he looked back at Lucian.

      “The dead.”
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      CADE

      After dropping Nicole off at the infirmary where Chiron could take a look at her hand, I went with Lucian, Athena, and Heracles to see Prometheus and tell him about what happened. Hermes had opted to inform the other professors, Demeter, Dionysus, and Poseidon. Although, I wasn’t really clear on what occurred, or the why of it. To be honest, I was still in a bit of a shock from seeing corpses running around, trying to kill me and steal a Pegasus.

      The last time the dead had risen, over a year ago, I was in Olympus, far removed from the events happening in the mortal realm. I’d been tasked by Hephaistos to take over his role there, to maintain the mechanics of the fairy-tale-like place. To make sure everything was working properly.

      I’d been there since I ascended after the trials. So, I basically missed all the craziness of the past few years. It wasn’t until six months ago that I returned to the academy to help Hephaistos, in secret, to create the stone statue of the Dark Angel of Pecunia, which stood in the square of Pecunia Victory Mall.

      With the news, Prometheus immediately started to pace the room. His wiry hair stood on end. “Where were you, Cade, when you heard the commotion in the stables?”

      “In the garden, working with the sundial.”

      “That’s quite the distance away from the stables,” Athena mentioned. The tone of her voice wasn’t accusatory, but I still felt the sting. I supposed she would know. Since Artemis’s demise, she and Hermes had been tasked with taking care of the stables and the training with the beasts.

      “It was Tinker, my little robot, who heard the animals’ call of distress.” Tinker, who had clearly resumed his loyalty to his original mistress, Nicole.

      Prometheus stopped at the window and looked out to the land. “And Nicole was with you?”

      “Yes.” I winced as I spoke.

      His eyebrows raised when he faced me. “Was she not supposed to be sequestered in one of the rooms?”

      “She was, but she managed to find her way out to the garden with Tinker.”

      “So, when you got to the stables, what happened?” Prometheus was the one to ask, but I saw Athena lean forward, ever so slightly, clearly invested in my answer.

      “When I went inside, I saw several… I guess zombies, in the stalls, four of them were trying to get a piece of golden rope around Pegasus. They didn’t seem to have much interest in the other beasts. The griffins and horses got out of the stables unharmed.”

      Lucian stood from one of the chairs where he sat. “Sounds like Aphrodite’s rope. But she’s dead…”

      Prometheus’s hand lifted, as if to stop him. “She gave other Demigods, and mortals, pieces of her spelled rope for their own purposes over the years. It could’ve belonged to any one of those people.”

      “It’s the presence of the dead that worries me,” Athena added.

      With a heavy sigh, Prometheus nodded. “For me, as well.”

      “I took a look at the ones Cade stopped,” Lucian informed, “and they are just like the ones who rose over a year ago, when Thanatos was taking a holiday in the sky realm with Nyx.”

      “You fixed that, though. Right?” Heracles questioned.

      Lucian shrugged. “As far as I know all the dead went back to being dead.”

      “Obviously, that wasn’t the case,” I replied, hating that it felt like I was being ganged up on and interrogated. They all spoke as if what they said was fact, when we all knew that nobody in this room was completely infallible.

      “But why come here?” Heracles asked, leaning against one of the walls. He eyed me pointedly, as though I knew the answer and was hiding it from him just to be contrary. “Why take the Pegasus?”

      “Yes, that is the ultimate question here.” Prometheus moved around the room—he did that often, especially when he was thinking about something.

      “Do you think this Nicole has anything to do with it?” Lucian looked at me as he spoke.

      It was a distinct possibility, given the timing, and yet my first reaction was to defend her. I swallowed my defense, however, because the truth was that I didn’t know her anymore. It was more than odd that she’d been able to return to the academy in the first place, and now this happened.

      Still, I had a gut feeling that, while I knew nothing about her after so many years, she knew even less about herself, her true self, and her abilities. That made her an unlikely candidate for any of this mayhem, but I knew that the others may not see it that way, so I kept that to myself.

      “There are no such things as coincidences. Only destiny and fate.” Prometheus answered before I could. “There is a reason Nicole has returned to the academy. So yes, I think she is somehow involved, but not necessarily in the way of knowing the what and the why of what has occurred. We cannot be quick to blame her for this.”

      “She didn’t know what was going on,” I explained. “She was shocked to see the corpses in the stables, and she fought hard against them—or as much as she could without any real powers. She was seriously injured in the process.”

      “Her powers didn’t come back to her when threatened?” Prometheus narrowed his eyes.

      “Her fire power is dominant, as it was in the past, so it came to her aid. But she couldn’t control it or call any of the others.”

      I refrained from telling them how adamant she was about retrieving the pocket watch she’d dropped in the straw, and how she’d tried to “use” it against the zombie. After the attack, the others were so insistent about flying back to the academy and talking to Prometheus, that I didn’t have a chance to tell her where she’d gotten the watch.

      I had made it for her during our first year at the academy together.

      I hadn’t been ready for the punch in the gut I felt, when I saw her pull it out of her pocket and try to use it. The Gods had taken everything from her when she was expelled, why would they leave that? Or had she somehow, subconsciously kept it hidden, knowing what was going to happen to her?

      Still, that she’d kept it since then, and more, that she clearly treasured it… it meant something to me. It brought out feelings that I had tucked away for now, but I would have to sort through and examine later.

      Prometheus nodded pensively. “While she’s here, she needs to be retrained. I sense that she has a big part to play in whatever theatre is going on right now.”

      “You want me to retrain her?” I frowned. I didn’t want to be her babysitter or her teacher. Being around her was making me uncomfortable, and I questioned the reasons for it. I wanted to be furious with her because she’d betrayed me, but talking to her, being next to her, didn’t make me feel those things anymore.

      “In some areas, yes. She knows you, or at least, she’s starting to remember you. It’ll be easier for her to trust you.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I mumbled. “Her memories are pretty, well, non-existent. Zeus and Apollo did a hell of a job on her.”

      Despite what she’d done to Iris, I didn’t think she deserved the horrible torture she went through, and then to be discarded out on the streets. I couldn’t even imagine what she’d gone through to survive. She’d mentioned a few things, but I imagined it had been so much worse than that. A pretty young girl, alone, on the streets of London… I cringed at the thought of what she might have been forced to face to survive.

      “Then make her trust you, Cade. She has a story to tell, I’m sure of it. She has information we need, in order to figure out why and how these creatures came here.”

      “They had to have come through one of the portals,” Athena offered.

      “Let’s check all the portals. Active and dormant,” Prometheus ordered. “Until we know more, close them all. No one can go through them without clearance from me, Athena, or Heracles.”

      Lucian bristled at not being included in the hierarchy. To be fair, he was an integral part of the academy, and had basically taken over Zeus’s role as a teacher. There wasn’t anyone as gifted in lightning and swordplay as he was. Not even any of the remaining Gods.

      “What about the other professors?” Prometheus asked.

      “Hermes went to inform them of what has transpired,” Athena informed.

      With an audible sigh, Prometheus sat down in the chair behind his massive desk. “It’s times like these that certain people are sorely missed. If Artemis were here, she might be able to offer a theory for why the Pegasus was taken.”

      “There must be information in the Hall of Learning,” I suggested, and Athena nodded.

      “I will put together a list of tomes and scrolls we can go through,” she offered.

      “I can help you with that list.” When I stood, my knees locked, and I nearly fell on my face. If Lucian hadn’t been there to grab my shoulder, I may have.

      “You need to go to the infirmary to see Chiron.” He helped me sit down again. “You’re still bleeding from the puncture wounds in your arm and side.”

      I glanced down to see that blood had oozed through my shirt, dripping onto my pants. So focused on other things, I hadn’t even been aware of my own injuries. Now that my adrenaline had dissipated, my body was starting to let me know just how wounded I was.

      “Go get yourself taken care of, Cade. Both you and Nicole need to rest.” Prometheus nodded. “Tomorrow we can find out what else Nicole knows. Whether she realizes it or not, she likely has the answers we need.”

      “Is there any way to restore her memories from before?” I had to know. If there was a chance that she could have them back, I knew she’d probably risk it.

      “I’m afraid not. Apollo was very good at what he did. Messing with the mind was his speciality.”

      Instinctively, Lucian’s hand lifted to rub at his forehead. I’d heard rumors that he’d faced something similar with Apollo. Zeus had made the golden God extract information from Lucian through torturous means. Based on the other stories of what the Gods had done to keep power, I had to admit I was happy that I hadn’t been here to experience it.

      I felt bad for Lucian, though. I knew he’d suffered in more ways than one. There was a pain and sadness in his eyes that I didn’t think would ever fade. The statue Hephaistos and I had created wasn’t just for the people of Pecunia, it had been for Lucian too.

      Feeling more stable this time, I pushed to my feet again. “I’ll talk to Nicole to see if she remembers anything more about how she got here, and what led her to return.”

      Prometheus nodded. “Good. Let’s try to keep this quiet from the recruits. The last thing we need is panic in the academy.”
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      NICOLE

      I didn’t know what to expect when I got dropped off at the infirmary to get my hand checked out, but it definitely was not the incredibly attractive half man, half horse doctor who trotted into the room.

      His hooves clicked on the smooth tile floor as he approached me, and he had a stethoscope draped around his neck. Compared to zombies, he was one of the less weird things I’d seen lately, and yet, his presence made me feel like I was in a dream.

      “Nicole. I never thought I’d see you again.” He pointed to the exam table for me to sit, his attitude a touch arrogant, as though he’d never even imagine that I wouldn’t acquiesce.

      “Um, nice to see you?” His bedside manner definitely needed some work.

      Chiron snickered. “I heard you lost all of your memories.”

      He spoke as though it was all my fault, and while my hazy past actions might have led to the memory wipe, I still felt the need to point out something to him.

      “From what I heard, they were erased without my consent.”

      The centaur glanced at me sharply, then eyed me for a long moment like he was trying to decide something about me. He held out his hand. “Let me see.”

      I wasn’t sure what his decision about me was, but I placed my wounded hand in his. Looking at it now, exposed in his grip, I fully realized how bad it was. My guts churned with each harsh throb of my nerves. The funny about pain was, that you never knew how much pain you were in until you actually saw the injury.

      Poking at the three cauterized, ragged holes on the back of my hand, Chiron grimaced, though, I felt little pain. The skin on the area had gone numb. “You’re lucky you had the presence of mind to burn the wounds. Otherwise, I suspect you’d probably be looking at some kind of infection.”

      “Believe me, it wasn’t on purpose.” I sucked air through my teeth when he found a particular sore spot, and pressed on it, his lean fingers digging into the abused tissue.

      “I’ll clean up the wounds, then put on a bandage. You should heal fast. If I remember clearly, you were always a quick healer.”

      If he remembered that about me, he might remember other things about my past. Things Cade didn’t seem to want to tell me. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask, but something still held me back. Maybe the thought that Cade should be the one to remind me.

      I watched Chiron clean my injuries with a swab that I thought would smell like alcohol, but it had a pungent herbal scent instead. “Was I in the infirmary often when I was here?”

      “No more than the others. You can’t train at the academy and not suffer a myriad of injuries. Bruises, cuts, broken bones. Burns.” He tossed the swab onto the tray, then picked up a roll of soft, white, gauzy bandage, and started to wrap it around my hand. “It’s what you did to Iris that sticks in the mind.”

      Screw it. I was afraid to ask, and I knew that Cade would probably be furious, but I needed to know. I couldn’t run around here, facing all these people from my past, and not know exactly what I’d done. “What happened to her?”

      The centaur paused and looked into my eyes. “You really don’t remember?” His voice held a hint of skepticism, and I wanted to growl.

      Why would I pretend that I didn’t know if I did? It wasn’t going to be a fun story to hear, I could tell.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t. And I wish everyone would stop treating me like I’m a liar. I wouldn’t ask, if I really didn’t want to know.”

      “Iris got third degree burns across her face and down the right side of her body. It was horrific. She was in a lot of pain for weeks. I treated her as best as I could, but she was left with quite a few scars.”

      I shuddered. I couldn’t believe I would ever do that to someone, regardless of whether they deserved it or had done something to me. “And I did that to her?”

      “That’s the rumor.”

      “And everyone believed this rumor, obviously, or I wouldn’t have been expelled?”

      Finished with bandaging my hand, he secured the end. “There was a trial, but it came down to her word against yours.” Tilting his head to the side, he frowned, as if remembering something. “And if I recall, you actually didn’t put up much of a defense.”

      “Are you saying I let myself be expelled?”

      His shoulders rose and fell indifferently. “I don’t know. Maybe you had a lot of guilt to atone for. But I guess we’ll never know, will we.” Going over to a cabinet with a bunch of drawers, he opened one and took out a small glass bottle. “Take four drops every day.” He handed me the medicine. “It will keep the infection from forming.”

      “Thanks.” I put the bottle in my jacket pocket.

      “It’s my job.”

      Just as he walked away from me, a girl with wild, pretty red hair came into the infirmary.

      Chiron smiled at her. “Hey, Cassandra.”

      “Hello.” Her gaze went right over Chiron and landed on me.

      Her stare was intense and made me extremely uncomfortable. I had to look away from her, but still, I could feel her eyes on me.

      “What do you need?” Chiron asked, but it was like she couldn’t hear him, because she started to move toward me, unblinking. “Cassandra? You okay?”

      I slid off the examination table, ready to make a run for it, but she was already there, in front of me. She moved so fast that I barely saw her cross the room.

      When she reached for my hand, her eyes rolled back into their sockets, and the girl dropped to the floor—pulling me down with her. My knees hit the floor harshly, and then convulsions began to rock her body, my hand still clutched in hers.

      Chiron rushed over to us. “What did you do to her?”

      “Nothing!” I defended. “She just grabbed my hand and collapsed.”

      Taking a pillow from one of the beds, Chiron quickly crouched and put it under her head, so she didn’t keep knocking it against the floor as she violently jerked.

      I tried to pull my hand free, but her fingers were like a vice around mine. I didn’t think I could get away, not without breaking her fingers. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s having a vision. She’s a seer.”

      “Okay, but what’s that got to do with—”

      Before I was able to finish my sentence, I was yanked into a void of darkness…

      I couldn’t see anything at first, but it felt like I was in a blackened hallway, because I sensed a hard substance beneath me, to the sides and overhead. Then, a small bloom of light appeared, which quickly grew until I could see someone standing in front of me. It was the girl with the red hair—Cassandra.

      “What’s going on?” My voice sounded hollow and tinny, as if I was speaking into a metal tube.

      She turned to me, gesturing for me to follow her into the void. I did. I mean, what else was I going to do? It was obvious that I was stuck in this darkness with her for some reason.

      We walked—although, it actually felt like I was floating—until we came to an “opening” in the dark tunnel. As we crossed, we entered another void, but that one was of vast light and emptiness. When my gaze fell down to my feet; I stood on nothing, but it still felt solid beneath my runners.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “In time.”

      Images started to form around us, solidifying into existence.

      Brown stone and scrub appeared beneath my feet, while beige and gray rock formations extended all about. Widening and expanding before us, was a series of stone platforms that jutted out of a huge mountain. Everything in that emerging land looked ancient and primordial.

      Feelings of something so far removed in the past that I couldn’t even comprehend, fluttered through me. I wasn’t really sure what I was seeing. My brain struggled to put all the pieces together.

      One of those stone platforms, the largest one, looked like it was moving. Slowly, but distinguishable. It reminded me of watching, and waiting, for the minute hand on a clock to strike the hour. It was coming, you knew it, but it would always change position when you blinked. That was what it felt like watching the round rock formation fifty feet above me.

      The air surrounding us felt wrong. There was no breeze. I took in a deep breath, but I swore my lungs didn’t inflate. Did it even exist? If it didn’t, what the heck was I breathing? Maybe I wasn’t even breathing, which freaked me out.

      Stepping forward a bit, so I was standing beside Cassandra, I sought comfort from her presence. I was scared and I didn’t know why. The sensation of pressure on my hand reached me, and I looked down to see it in her grip. Had she always been holding it?

      “Why are we here?” I asked her. It was obvious that she brought us to that place, so it had to have been for a reason.

      She pointed toward the mountain.

      I followed the line of her finger to see the surface of the rock face move. It startled me and I tried to step back, but Cassandra squeezed my hand harder to keep me there, beside her. As I continued to watch, I realized it wasn’t actually the rock that was moving, but someone standing on the mountain. A large someone, a man with gray skin and long gray hair, clothed in a ratty, gray toga-like robe.

      It was hard to tell if that was actually its color, or if it was just worn, dirty, and old.

      “Who is he?”

      “The Father of us all.”

      I wanted to smack her and tell her to stop speaking in riddles. This was all so weird to start with, I didn’t need her strange word play—that I would never figure out—to go along with it. I hated word puzzles. Never did a crossword in my life either. Too complicated.

      Lifting a hand to my mouth, I called to him. “Hey! Who are you?!”

      Cassandra’s head whipped toward me, eyes wide. “What are you doing?”

      “Well, I figured since you weren’t giving me a real answer…”

      The man on the mountain moved again. It looked like he was coming closer, climbing down from the highest rocks. He landed on one of the platforms with a thunderous sound, and rocks crumbled down the mountain, rolling toward us. He leaned down and stared at us. It was then that I realized just how huge he was.

      The man must’ve stood twenty feet tall, at least, and was as wide as a house. Everything about him was gray, including his eyes, which pinned me with the hardest, scariest look I’d ever seen. My whole body shuddered under his withering gaze.

      “Who dares to disturb me?” his voice was like a gunshot in my ears. A horrible, loud vibration that made my bones shake.

      “Um, I do, I guess. Nicole Martin. Although, to be fair, it wasn’t my idea to come here, it was hers.” I nudged Cassandra’s side with my elbow.

      The red head gave me the funniest look, like she couldn’t believe I’d just done that.

      “You don’t belong here,” he thundered. “Leave this place!”

      My face scrunched. “Are you sure? I don’t know, it kind of feels like maybe I should be here.”

      Obviously, I’d just said the wrong thing, because he jumped down from the high platform and landed right in front of us. The ground beneath my feet shook with the seismic force of an earthquake, probably an eight on the Richter scale.

      The gray man leaned over to glare at me in the face. That close, I could see the creases and wrinkles on his skin. If he’d been shorter, like my size, he’d just be a wrinkled old man, in my opinion. Yet, as it was, he was a frightening giant of a man, who could literally stomp me to death.

      “You do not belong here. No one does. This is my realm, and mine alone. I rule it. This is my domain.”

      “Okay? Why am I here, then?”

      He didn’t like my flippant answer at all, and reaching out a hand toward me, he literally flicked me. I went flying backward like a sack of potatoes being tossed off a farm truck.

      Everything went black…

      When I opened my eyes again, I was on the floor, slumped against the far wall of the infirmary. My back and head hurt like I’d been thrust against the wall by a wrecking ball—which I supposed was what happened.

      I blinked back the tears of pain brought on by the headache, and looked over at Cassandra as she slowly sat up. She blinked back at me, her face a mask of bewilderment and concern. Just as Chiron helped her to her feet, Cade and Lucian walked into the infirmary.

      Lucian rushed to Cassandra’s side, while Cade just gaped at me.

      “What happened?” Lucian asked when he reached her, concerned.

      “Cassandra had a vision,” Chiron answered.

      Lucian’s confused gaze went to me, as I braced my hand against the wall and got to my feet. “So, what happened to her?”

      Grunting, I rubbed my pounding head. “Ask your girl, there. I was just along for the ride.”

      “I…” Cassandra stammered. “She was in my vision too, but I-I’ve never had anyone be able to manipulate a vision like she did.” Disbelief and intrigue danced across her face. “She actually interacted with what I saw.”
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      NICOLE

      After a few more seconds of stupidly gaping at me, Cade finally came over to see if I was okay.

      I supposed I shouldn’t have been too hard on him for not wanting to deal with me, after all, I had allegedly burned his girlfriend. Honestly, after hearing that, I was surprised he’d even been able to stomach being next to me at all, let alone touch me, or help me in anyway.

      Taking my arm, Cade helped me over to a chair, where I sat with an audible oomph. I wasn’t used to feeling weak, and I didn’t like it. “What did you see?”

      “I don’t know. Weird shit.”

      He gave me a look. “Explain ‘weird shit.’”

      “There was a dark tunnel, then light, then we were in a valley surrounded by mountains. The mountains had these rock platforms sticking out of them. At one point the mountain moved, but it wasn’t really a mountain, it was a big, gray-skinned giant with anger issues.” I shuddered at the memory.

      Cade looked over at Cassandra and Lucian, who had his arm around the seer’s shoulders, tenderness evident in the bond between them. I had a sense that they were together. Must be nice to have someone care for you like that.

      “Is that accurate?” Cade asked.

      “More or less,” Cassandra admitted.

      “Do either of you know who the giant could be?”

      Lucian shook his head. “None of the giants I know have gray skin.”

      “I’ve never seen him before or had visions of him.” Cassandra rubbed at her temples, and I wondered if her headache was as bad as mine—that was to say, about to split her head into two.

      Chiron walked over to her, handing her a cup of something hot. “For your head,” he explained.

      She accepted the cup with eager fingers and a grateful sigh, then took a sip. “Thank you, Chiron.”

      “Hey,” I called, wincing at the sound of my own voice rattling around inside my own tender head. “Can I get one of those? My head hurts too. I was the one catapulted across the room and slammed into a wall.”

      The centaur gave me a side-eye look, clearly unimpressed with the fact that I was ballsy enough to ask when I hadn’t been offered. For a second, I thought he was going to ignore my request, but he went back to the counter where he’d brewed the tea, pouring more into another cup. He brought it over to me, attitude radiating from his frame as he did.

      “Thanks.” I rolled my eyes at him for being such a pill about it, but I was grateful for the drink anyway.

      When I took the first sip, I cringed, it tasted horrible. Bitter black licorice, dry twigs, and rotting leaves, with an aftertaste of mud that lingered on the tongue. The consistency was gross too, but the pain in my head abated instantly.

      “Damn. You could market this in the real world and make a killing. The Kardashians would probably use it as a face mask.”

      He didn’t respond, just trotted away with condescension cloaking him like a T-shirt. To him, this clearly was the real world, and he didn’t appreciate hearing otherwise.

      “Did you get a sense of where you were?” Lucian asked Cassandra, his hand rubbing the space between her shoulder blades reassuringly.

      She shook her head, eyes closing as she tried to remember. “No, not really. It seemed…”

      “Prehistoric,” I blurted.

      “Yes, that’s a good way to describe it.” Cassandra nodded. “It was like stepping into an untouched place that had existed before… before anything else, to be honest.”

      I could picture it with ease—the untouched sky, the steaming stiff air, the oils of sturdy green leaves baking in the sun. Primordial.

      “You said that Nicole interacted with the vision. What did you mean by that?” Cade asked.

      “She made things happen in it. Usually, visions are just that, things I witness, either from the past or the future. Except, she changed the vision. She made something happen inside it, that I have no way of knowing if it was supposed to happen. Or, if it was the opposite of what would have occurred otherwise.” She didn’t sound overly pleased by my intervention, but there was nothing I could do about that.

      My gaze went to Cade, then the others. “I guess that’s a bad thing?”

      Cassandra shrugged. “I don’t know. Like I said, it’s never happened that way before.”

      “All I know,” I interjected, “is I’m glad whoever I talked to, wasn’t the usual guy I see.” I finished the tea, shuddering as though I’d just downed a shot of whiskey that burned my throat, and set the cup down on a nearby table.

      Cade’s brow crinkled with confusion. “You’ve been seeing things? For how long?”

      “For a couple of years now. Ever since you all appeared on TV.” I gestured to Lucian. “After seeing you fly in to quench that forest fire, I’ve been having strange dreams and stuff. And then, after the dead rose…”

      “Yeah, that was a crazy time,” Lucian agreed.

      “I don’t know what happened, or what you all did, but I ended up fighting some of those zombies in a cemetery near where I live. Afterward, I had a run in with some creepy, decayed Corpse King. I still dream about him.”

      “Corpse King?” Cade frowned, and I realized that I hadn’t told him about that yet.

      “Yeah, he looked really old, but still well preserved, you know?” My nose wrinkled at the memory. “He still had some bits of flesh and teeth, and tattered clothes. A gold crown sat atop his head, but his skull wasn’t shaped right. It was all deformed.” I set my hand in front of my jaw to show what I meant. “His jaw stuck out.”

      “You need to tell Prometheus about all of this,” Chiron immediately interjected.

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. I stood. My legs were a bit shaky, but I managed to stay standing without any help. “To be honest, I don’t want to talk to that guy anymore. I don’t trust him.”

      “Prometheus just wants to find out the truth,” Cade defended.

      “That’s fine, but I’m tired of trying to figure that out right now.”

      I was exhausted and sore, and I just wanted to lie down to sleep for a few hours. Without any preamble, I whirled around and walked out of the infirmary.

      Cade rushed after me. “Hey! Where are you going?”

      “I need to be alone,” I replied without looking back or slowing my stride. “I can’t handle this anymore. I don’t know why I even came here. It was a big mistake.”

      “Why did you come back?”

      The question made me stop, and I turned to look at him. “I had to. It was a compulsion that wouldn’t leave me alone. It was driving me nuts to be honest. I think I would’ve ended up in the nuthouse, if I didn’t do something after everything that was happening to me.” I sighed. “Why do you care anyway? After what Chiron told me about… about what I did to Iris—that’s the name of your girlfriend right? I’m surprised you can even stand to talk to me.”

      He dragged a hand through his dark, shaggy hair. “It’s hard to see you, yes. But deep inside, I never thought you did it on purpose. I’ve always believed it was some sort of accident.”

      Perplexed, I stared at him. “If it was an accident, why was I expelled?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You had a chance to defend yourself during the trial and you didn’t. Not even once.”

      “Sounds to me like I was guilty then.” Frustrated, I just kept walking. That was an impossible conversation to have when I still couldn’t defend myself. I didn’t have any memories of what happened. It was also a conversation I didn’t particularly want to engage in, though it seemed like Cade wasn’t about to give me a choice.

      He walked alongside me, hands tucked deep in his pockets. “I asked Prometheus if there was a way to get your memories back.”

      I frowned, unsure of how I felt about that. “Why did you ask him that?”

      “I thought you’d want them back. Or at least, to try to get them back.”

      “Honestly, Cade, I just want to go home. I’m tired of this place. All of it,” I waved my hands around in circles, the longing for my shitty apartment became surprisingly strong. “It’s all too crazy. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

      “Well, like it or not, you are a part of all this crazy. Whether you remember it or not, this place, this academy is your destiny. Always has been. Always will be. The fact that you recalled how to get here and still have some powers is proof that it is in your blood, not in your head. It’s part of who you are.”

      “You sound like my friend, Pinky,” I admitted with a snicker. “All she talked about was the Gods, and fate and destiny. I used to laugh at her.” I shook my head, struck by a pang of longing. I missed my friend. “She would totally freak out if she knew about this place and all of you.”

      I rubbed my forehead. The headache had abated, but left an echo of its former glory, a hangover of sorts, and I feared it coming back. “I need some space and time to myself for a bit. Can you get me back to my room? I’m kind of lost in this part of the academy.”

      “And you don’t have Tinker to guide you.”

      “Yeah, that little dude is cool.” I smirked, thinking of the way the little creature had procured a huge feast of my favorite foods. “Did we really build it together?”

      “Yup. During our first year.”

      “Whose idea was it? Yours or mine?” The me that I currently knew had no clue how to build a robot, so I couldn’t even guess.

      “Yours.”

      That brought a smile to my face, it was interesting to me. I never really considered myself clever in that way, but I must’ve been. The old me must’ve been hella smart to be able to design and construct a working robot.

      “We were good friends, then?” I cast him a side glance from beneath my eyelashes.

      Reluctantly, Cade nodded. “Yeah, we… we connected during our first year. We had lots in common. Hephaistos used to let us use his forge whenever we wanted. He liked that we both had an affinity to fire and metal as strongly as we did.”

      “That guy is grumpy.”

      Laughter escaped him. “That he is.”

      “Does he ever smile?” I arched an eyebrow.

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      As we walked through the academy, Cade talked about the different areas and types of training they taught there. All the training that I would’ve gone through during my first year, which was so hard to believe still. To think that I would be able to make fire, manipulate water, grow stuff with my hands, use a bow and a sword, fly…

      I shook my head at the possibilities, thinking of the scars on my back. Possibilities that were taken from me.

      When we reached my room—it felt funny calling it that, but I supposed it was for now—I set my hand over my pocket to feel the weight of my watch, letting it soothe me. Cade’s gaze dropped to my pocket, then up again. I could tell he wanted to say something…

      Glancing at him, I waited, but after a few awkward moments of silence, he dragged that hand through his already tousled hair. Was it a nervous tick? Did I make him nervous? In a way, I kind of hoped I did. Just not in a scary, what is this chick going to do to me? kind of way. The other way. The way a guy got nervous being near a girl he liked, and she near him.

      “Get some sleep,” he finally blurted. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning, and we’ll go see Prometheus again so you can tell him everything you’ve experienced.”

      “Do you think this Corpse King is important?”

      “I learned a long time ago, that everything that happens in and around this place, and the Gods, is important in one way or another.” He gave me a curt nod. “Good night, Nicole.”

      “Good night, Cade.” Opening the door, I went inside.

      I leaned against the door for a bit, trying to slow my racing heartbeat. Although, it wasn’t racing because of my encounter with the weird gray giant, or from recalling the details about the Corpse King… it was Cade.

      He made me feel things I hadn’t ever felt before. Not for anyone.

      That scared the crap out me, because I didn’t know what to do about it.
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      Noticing the blood on my hands, I went into the bathroom to wash them. When I looked at myself in the mirror over the sink, I spotted a few dark streaks across my cheeks and chin, and traced them with my fingertips—they were powdery, like ash. It was then that I realized I had corpse dust all over me. It was on my face, my arms, and on my clothes. As I shook my head, it came out of my hair in smoky puffs that briefly suspended in the air.

      I wanted it off. Needed it gone.

      Swiftly, I tore off my clothes and stepped into the shower, which surprisingly had a new curtain. There was a new towel as well on the rack. Talk about turn down service. It wouldn’t have surprised me if it had been Tinker who had done this for me.

      I turned the water on as hot as I could stand it and stood under the spray, hoping it would cleanse me of the long day and night. I washed my face, body and hair with the liquid soap I found on the caddy in the shower. It smelled like lavender, calming me down a bit as I scrubbed my skin until it was raw, sensitive, and red.

      After I was done washing, I pushed my face into the pounding hot spray and just stood there for a long while, thinking about the academy and how I fit into it. It still seemed unbelievable to me that I had at one time belonged here. That I had been chosen and invited to train, because some tiny molecule passed down to me through years and years, connected to the Gods.

      That was some crazy shit right there, and I was having a hard time believing it. It was not easy understanding the girl I’d once been, a girl who had received a Shadowbox and accepted her invitation to the school. I wondered what I was like back then, if I still possessed any of the same personality.

      There were studies that claimed some pieces of who we were as a person were stored in our DNA. I didn’t know about that, but I hoped it could be at least partially true.

      As I thought about how crazy my life had become, the water spraying me in the face started to move. It was subtle at first, and I couldn’t feel the full force of the water on my skin. Then, I started to literally see each spray coming out of the nozzle wriggling back and forth. Was I doing that?

      Concentrating, I stared at the water, imagining it zipping off in another direction. It did just that, spraying the bathroom floor like a summer sprinkler. Laughing, I got it to go back to normal.

      “Cool!”

      My curiosity grew when I thought about what I could make it do with more practice. The possibilities made me giggle, even as the water cooled, and the tips of my fingers shrivelled from being too long in the shower.

      After I cleaned up the floor of the bathroom, I tried to settle down on the bed. It was comfy enough; I’d slept in far worse places and harder surfaces. Nothing would ever beat waking up while lying on a piece of cardboard in a dirty, abandoned building with the clothes on my back, and a bit of money in my bag. A bag anyone could’ve stolen while I slept.

      Shit, anyone could’ve stolen me out there like that. I would’ve been defenseless. I’d been so vulnerable, something that I hated.

      Anger rose inside me with the thought, especially now that I knew the how and why of it all. Before, it had all been a big mystery to me, and my imagination created stories about how I ended up where I did.

      I had amnesia after a bad accident.

      I was a missing teenager that had a family desperately looking for me.

      A hundred scenarios had gone through my head. Some of them were tragic, others comedic… but the actual truth was horrific, leaving no room for any of the situations that had played out in my mind throughout the years.

      I’d been convicted of a crime, tortured, and basically left for dead on the streets of London. Thrown away as though I didn’t matter, as if I was a worthless peasant and they were… well, like they were Gods.

      My fury was palpable. I could feel it swirling around inside my body, pushing up against my skin. My hands lifted to show tiny wafts of fire licking at the tips of my fingers. It wouldn’t take much for my entire hands to be engulfed in flames. A mere thought. A whisper of intention…

      What if I let it out? Would I burn the whole place down? It definitely felt like I could. More than that, I wanted to do it. The blazing force within me was calling, and I wanted nothing more than to answer.

      Taking a few deep breaths I began to calm. My eyes closed, and I thought about all the peaceful places in London where I used to go when I was feeling stressed. Not the cemetery, obviously. Not anymore. Instead, I thought about my friend, Pinky, and what she’d say to me while rubbing her hand up and down my back, her pink pigtails swaying gently as she moved.

      Eventually, the flames went out on my fingers and my body relaxed into the mattress. Exhaustion replaced my ire, and I yawned. Before I drifted into sleep, I took out the pocket watch from my pants and held it tightly, trying to keep the thoughts of home in my head. However, I instinctively knew that it wouldn’t last long.

      An extreme darkness surrounded me like vicious smoke. The kind that felt thick enough to taste, and impossible to move through, then I was back at the stables. Not the stables I remembered, with the screaming animals and the dead crawling all over it. It was daytime there, and I stood just on the outskirts of the training grounds where a bunch of teenagers in tunics and linen pants—all matching as a uniform—gathered together at the start of the obstacle course.

      Standing with them was a Goddess. There was no mistaking that, with her head of golden curls, and her statuesque physique wrapped in a white robe. She carried a bow with a quiver of arrows strapped to her back, and she was shouting at the group. I briefly caught sight of Cade standing among them.

      When I was pulled through darkness again, it felt like I was going really fast through a tunnel on a roller coaster, until I was left standing in the middle of a clump of trees—in the woods along the obstacle course. The smell of dirt and decaying leaves mixed with the scent of fresh growth under the sunshine.

      Before me, a couple of targets were mounted on the trees—one high, one low. Then, the thundering sound of horse hooves striking down the path reached me, accompanied by the squawk of a bird. Except, it wasn’t a bird. I’d heard that sound before, recently. It was from the half eagle, half lion beast I’d seen in the stables. Cade had told me it was called a griffin.

      The griffin dove down toward the path in the trees, and riding on its back was the girl with the purple hair, the one from my dream/memories. Iris. My roommate… The girl I’d hurt.

      Distaste was bitter on my tongue. I hadn’t liked her, though, I suppose that was a given since I’d set her on fire.

      “I got you!” she yelled to someone I couldn’t quite see coming along the way.

      My head whirled to see a unicorn galloping over the dirt trail, silver and shimmering lavender, its horn an alabaster white. The old me was mounting it, my bow pulled back, an arrow nocked and ready to fly. It was so strange seeing myself like that. My hair was pulled back in a ponytail, I wore dark colored clothes, and my arms looked strong, my jaw lifted, my eyes flashing with confidence.

      I looked like a Gods damn warrior.

      My arrow was loosed, and it hit the high target right in the bullseye. Iris’s arrow came a split second later, just outside the inner ring where my arrow had landed. I gave her a triumphant grin, then grabbed another arrow from the quiver on my back and nocked it, pulling back the string while aiming at the lower target.

      Before I could let it loose, Iris flew into my line of sight. She dismounted, leaving her griffin to hover upon the treetops—its wingspan too wide to get any lower—and stood on the path to take her shot at the low target.

      “You’re cheating!” I shouted at her.

      Her arrow hit the mark, and she turned to grin at me. “It’s not cheating if no one knows.” Knocking another arrow, she held my gaze. She didn’t lift it toward me, but I could tell she wanted to do it. “You’re not going to tell, are you, Nicole? It would be your word against mine. And we both know who everyone would believe.”

      “Cade would believe me,” I challenged with a defiant lift of my chin. In the world of the dream, I knew that to be true.

      “Would he, though?” Iris chuckled, and it was full of disdain. “I think you’d be surprised what he says behind your back when it’s just the two of us together.”

      That hurt, even though I knew it wasn’t true—she was just trying to get a rise out of me.

      From my spot between the trees, I wanted to run out there and give that Iris a smack in the face for being such a bitch. I didn’t. In fact, I couldn’t have moved even if I’d wanted to. For some reason, I felt glued to the ground. Something was preventing me from interacting with the dream, or was it a memory? Honestly, it kind of felt like something else altogether.

      Then everything sort of started to spin around in my mind. I couldn’t focus on any one thing. There was darkness, and light, and quick images of me on the ground, fire lit up in my hands. Iris’s shocked face appeared, and then all I could hear was screaming. I couldn’t decipher if the screams were mine, Iris’s, or if they came from both of us at the same time.

      The spinning abruptly stopped, and I was faced with the most horrific image I’d ever seen.

      Iris was on fire.

      She spun around, slapping at the flames devouring her face and body to no avail. Her terrified shrieks of pain pierced my ear drums. The purple of her hair seemed to be the core of the flames.

      Her horrified face suddenly morphed into something else. Someone else.

      The Corpse King.

      His gray cracked lips pulled back in a malicious smirk, revealing black and yellow decayed teeth, and half a tongue. His clawed hands reached for me.

      “I see you girl. I know you are watching meee…” His voice was sharp as a razor, slicing my ears…

      I jerked awake, bolting up from the bed.

      The Corpse King loomed over me. His golden crown glinted in the moonlight coming through the window, while hooked fingers came inches from my throat, trying to claw at me. Screaming, I smacked away his hands and kicked out with my legs. My body jerked as I kept flailing, until I was pressed up into the corner of the bed against the wall.

      Fire instantly ignited in my hands, its orange glow spreading across the room to reveal I was alone. The Corpse King wasn’t really there, trying to tear me apart.

      A hard knock came at the door, and it opened, letting Tinker roll in while emitting a series of concerned beeps.

      “Are you okay? What’s going on?” Cade rushed in behind the little robot.

      I couldn’t talk. I could barely breathe.

      Cade sat down on the edge of the bed. “What happened?”

      Focusing, I took in some air and slowly let it out, trying to calm my bursting heart. “Bad dreams.” My voice shook. “Except, I don’t think they were exactly that.”

      “Memories?”

      “Maybe. I think so. I saw Iris and I competing in some kind of contest…”

      Cade’s expression became grim when he nodded. “It was one of the twelve trials, Artemis’s obstacle course.”

      “Then she was… she was on fire.” Tears rolled down my cheeks as I recalled the sight, the smell, and the sound of it all. “Iris was screaming, and I-I was powerless to do anything to help her. The Corpse King appeared there too. But when I awoke, he was here, in the room, trying to grab me.”

      Processing my words, Cade reached for my foot, setting a calming hand on top. “The first part might have been your memory of what happened returning, but the rest was a dream, Nicole. It wasn’t real.”

      Tinker’s metal arm extended farther than normal, holding out a tissue to me in its little hand. I took it and wiped my nose, grateful for the robot’s unexpected kindness. Cade’s too, if I was honest.

      “I don’t know… I think it was real,” I pressed. “I could feel him here. Or I was there.” I shook my head and rubbed at my mouth, which had become dry.

      “Where was he?” Cade looked around the room, and I pointed to the spot near the bed where I had seen him standing, hovering over me like a violent storm cloud.

      Cade got up and glanced down at the place on the floor. Frowning, he crouched, but when he stood back up, he had a piece of torn clothing between his fingers. He held it up so I could see it better in the gloom. At the sight, my breath caught in my throat, and my pulse skidded to a stop before resuming its beat—in double time.

      “We need to go see Prometheus. Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NICOLE

      I sat in the same chair I had earlier, but it wasn’t Prometheus who sat across from me. A tall, willowy woman with dull looking, wrinkled skin occupied the chair instead. I sensed she was glancing at me, but I couldn’t tell for sure as she wore a gray strip of cloth over her eyes. Old scars peeked out from under the cloth in an array around her face, and I suspected that maybe she didn’t have any eyes at all—that was why she wore the blindfold.

      After Cade brought me to see Prometheus and I told him about the Corpse King I continued to see—keeping the memory of Iris and I to myself—he sent one of the guards to fetch the strange woman.

      Her name was Pythia, and she was an oracle.

      To be honest, I didn’t really know what an oracle was. Something like what Cassandra was, I assumed; someone who could see things others couldn’t. Pythia was supposedly going to help me remember the Corpse King and find out who he truly was.

      I didn’t particularly want to remember the decaying creature who was stalking my dreams, or the way I felt when he appeared to me, but I knew that I had to try. I had to participate in that exercise, because I owed it to myself to discover the true depths of the recurring nightmare in which I seemed to be trapped.

      She extended her hands to me, palms up. “Give me your hands.”

      My gaze lifted toward Cade, who stood next to my chair. A part of me liked that he kind of had a protective air about him at that moment. I probably enjoyed it a little too much, since it was fruitless.

      “If this is going to be similar to what Apollo did to me, I’m not interested.” Yeah, I knew that I had to do it, but that didn’t mean I had to pretend to like it.

      “It won’t be.” Cade’s reassuring touch settled on my shoulder, making me feel a little better.

      “You will not be harmed,” Prometheus vowed from his perch beside Pythia. “You have my word.”

      I didn’t know exactly what that was worth, as I didn’t know him, but I trusted Cade, so I plopped my hands into the old woman’s and hoped for the best. Her long, bony fingers folded over mine tightly. I didn’t try to pull away, but I suspected that even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to disengage from Pythia’s grasp. It felt as though I was locked in for a wild ride.

      “Close your eyes and think about the Corpse King. Show me where you first met him.”

      With a reluctant sigh, I did as she asked. Deep in my mind, I thought about the day the dead dug out of their graves and attacked the people in the cemetery, ripping away all sense of serenity from my world. I recalled saving a few people by ripping the dead apart with my hands, and then I pictured the deep shadows that seemed to grow in the air, where no shadow should have existed.

      The laws of physics weren’t working that day. Nor were the laws of nature.

      A picture of myself stepping into the darkness filled my mind, of being drawn to it. At first, I couldn’t piece together a full image of him, but slowly, he materialised in front of me.

      To my rational mind, he looked like nothing more than an extra from Pirates of the Caribbean, or a Halloween decoration—not scary at all. And yet, there was something insidious about him. Even though I knew that it wasn’t real, not with Pythia there, before me, gripping my hands, he was as frightening as he’d ever been to me.

      Every inch of my body tensed, and I flinched back in my chair, trying to pull my hands away, but Pythia held on to me even tighter.

      “He can’t hurt you, Nicole. This is a memory. It’s not happening right now.” Her voice conveyed in my head. “Relax.”

      I did. The oracle’s voice was like Prozac, and my body instantly slumped in the chair.

      In the memory, I stared at him just as I had back then, too petrified to do anything else. I felt rooted to the ground. He turned toward me, baring rotten teeth inside his elongated jaw.

      “How dare you interrupt me!” the dead king growled just as he had that night. However, his next words were some I didn’t remember him saying. “I know you’re watching me. I can see you standing there, girl. I can see you standing right beside yourself.”

      His skeletal claw pointed at me, and I turned my head slightly to find myself looking right back.

      Horrified, I opened my eyes and jerked away, pulling my hands out of the hold. Pythia let me go that time, sensing I was in full flight mode. Heart slamming against my ribs, I sank back into the chair—my legs could no longer support me.

      Cade’s touch came back to my shoulder, massaging it gently. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, although, I was finding it hard to breathe again.

      “What did you see, Pythia?” Prometheus asked the oracle, his tone impatient.

      “I believe he is one of the old kings.” Her voice was calm, as though she hadn’t just witnessed the same spectacle I had. “He must’ve risen when Thanatos was in the Sky Realm, and not doing his job.”

      “But all the dead returned,” Cade argued, his voice certain, except for a tiny thread of concern.

      “He obviously did not.” Prometheus began to pace around the room, nodding to himself while he considered it. “Along with the others that he commands.” He turned to Pythia again. “Can you describe him? Anything that can help us identify him and his purpose.”

      “He seems well preserved for the age I believe him to be. He should be barely bones.”

      How was this a rational conversation that I was participating in? So gross.

      “Unless he was entombed,” Prometheus interjected. “Many of the old, powerful kings were sealed in airtight tombs—hence being less decayed even after thousands of years.”

      Pythia’s hand lifted, and she held it against her mouth. “He is deformed. His skull. His jaw in particular.”

      “I think he looks like some kind of animal,” I suggested.

      The oracle nodded. “Yes. That would be accurate.”

      Prometheus rubbed at his chin in thought. “I will confer with Athena. There are many tomes in the library about the old kings. Maybe we can find one about this king that will give us some insight on why he is here, and what he wants. Especially, about what his connection is to the academy, and why he took the Pegasus. I can say confidently now that the dead that attacked you in the stables must be working for this king.”

      I refrained from shouting, “I could’ve told you that!”

      Prometheus studied me. “Do you have any connection to this king?”

      Confused, I just shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t even remember my parents, let alone some thousand-year-old king.”

      “Could she have just stumbled upon him?” Cade asked. “Maybe it’s nothing more than that.”

      “Yes, it’s possible.”

      “Yeah, maybe I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I concluded with a lift of my chin. I hated that everyone seemed to think that this was all my fault. I couldn’t discount it of course, but it still sucked to have the guilt pushed down on my shoulders without all the facts.

      Regarding me, Prometheus walked over to my side. It was easy to feel like he loomed over me given how tall he was. Not in a menacing way, though, but most definitely in a commanding one. He was in charge here, but I wanted to tell him that he didn’t need to remind me of that fact. I knew it intrinsically, right down to my DNA.

      “Thank you for sharing this with us. I know it was difficult considering what Zeus and Apollo did to you.”

      Deservedly so. I whispered in my mind as the image of Iris’s burning body took up space in my thoughts.

      I stood. “Do you think I can leave now?”

      He gave me an indulgent smile. “Not right now, Nicole.”

      What I heard between the lines was, “You’re never going to be able to leave again…”

      Maybe he was right. Cade said that I was part of this place, and this place was part of me. I supposed I needed to wrap that around my head and come to terms with it, even as I wanted to rail against it and return to the home that was familiar to me.

      The fact was, if I hadn’t been expelled, I’d be one of them. I’d be one of the people flying around here with big, gorgeous white wings, teaching the new recruits hand-to-hand combat, or in my case, how to create and manipulate fire. Maybe Cade and I would have even ended up together. The ultimate power couple.

      When I glanced at him, he gave me a quick twitch of his lips in reassurance. I wondered if he was thinking the same way, and I felt my cheeks flush the very lightest bit.

      “The best thing you can do now is to jump into training,” Prometheus continued. “Have Cade and the others show you how to use your powers again. Because you do possess some, Nicole. You would never have come to the academy in the first place if you didn’t belong here. You simply wouldn’t have gotten through the portal.”

      “Right.” I nodded to him, trying to resolve myself to my fate. “Thanks, I guess.”

      Before I could leave, Pythia grabbed my arm, leaning into my ear. “You’re a traveler, Nicole Martin. A walker of worlds. But be sure not to interfere with what you see.” She let me go, yet her intense words echoed in my ears.

      A traveler? What the heck was that, and why was she so worked up about it?

      I rubbed at my arm where her fingers had dug into my flesh, and followed Cade to the edge of the platform so he could fly us down to the main level.

      When we were down in the hall again, Cade turned to look at me. “What did Pythia say to you?”

      “She said I was a traveler.”

      He frowned. “Do you know what that means?”

      “No clue.” Yet another thing I didn’t understand. Oh, goodie.

      “Well, I guess you’re stuck here for a bit.”

      “Yeah, looks like it.” I shrugged.

      “Prometheus is right, you should learn to use your powers again. Maybe it will help bring your memories back.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

      Although, I decided that there were some memories I didn’t want back. I could still hear Iris’s screams in my head, and I never wanted to relive that. It just gave me fodder for my nightmares, not that I needed to be terrified by anything else in the darkness. What I had was enough.

      “K, but before we do any hand-to-hand combat, or whatever, I need to eat. Can you take me to the dining hall or whatever it’s called?”

      “Yeah, sure. It should be open by now.”

      There were a few people in the dining hall when we entered. One long table was full of, I assumed, the first-year recruits, as they all looked bewildered as hell and eager to please. At another table, I noticed Lucian and Cassandra. They sat with a pretty girl with cinnamon skin and long dark curls, who was holding hands with another girl. A guy with silky dark hair and chiseled features accompanied them, as well as a girl with short red hair and a metal arm, which I thought was wicked cool.

      Cassandra and Lucian sent me a weird look, one that I wasn’t one hundred precent sure was friendly. Maybe one part friendly, two parts cautious. Cade nodded to Lucian, but before we could make our way over to them, another guy with wavy silver hair zipped across the hall—quite literally—and gave Cade a huge hug, lifting him off the floor.

      “Cade! I heard you were here.” After he set Cade back down, his gaze focused on me. “Wow. Nicole. Never thought I’d see you again.”

      “Yeah, that seems to be the theme around here,” I mumbled.

      He cracked an honest smile. “Still funny. Good to see they didn’t totally lobotomize you.”

      I didn’t appreciate someone who was a complete stranger, making fun of what had happened to me. So, I gave him a look I’d learned on the streets, cocking an eyebrow. “And you are?”

      “Zetes. At your service,” he offered with an exaggeratedly deep bow.

      Right there and then, I decided I liked the guy. He had style and oodles of charm, judging by the looks that some of the girls nearby gave him. I swore one girl had actually swooned, and was now having air waved into her face by her two friends.

      “So, what’s on the agenda?”

      “Going to retrain Nicole.”

      “Going to eat,” Cade and I spoke at the same time.

      Zetes grinned like a Cheshire cat. “Oh, can I play too?”

      I shrugged. “If you get me a burger and some chips, we can play all damn day.”

      His hand smacked me on the back, none too gently. “I know no one else will admit it, but I’m glad that you’re back. It’s been boring here without you.” He winked. “Cade won’t say it, but he knows it too. Although, he’s been having some fun in Olympus at least.”

      Cade shook his head at Zetes but wouldn’t look at me. “I’ll go get us all a few burgers.”

      When he was gone, Zetes swung his long arm around my shoulders. “Tell me everything you’ve been up to. I want to know every single dirty detail.” He guided me to one of the tables, and I was basically powerless to resist.
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      NICOLE

      After eating my weight in burgers—probably not the best decision considering what I was about to do, but I was starving—I ended up on a training field next to a large rack of weapons with Cade, and the others he’d convinced to join us for a crash course on Demigod powers.

      I figured I had fire down, just had to work on more control, and water was just starting to emerge. Still, I was cautiously curious about what else I would be able to do.

      Okay, I was also a little bit excited. I couldn’t help it. There were so many times in the last few years in which I’d felt utterly powerless, so rediscovering that I had superpowers was, quite frankly, really freaking cool. I wish Pinky was here to see this. She would lose her mind.

      “One of the first things we learned here was hand-to-hand combat,” Cade explained.

      “One of the first things I learned out on the streets was how to avoid a beating.” I pushed Cade to the side, dodging him, and then ran my hardest across the field. My muscles warmed as my legs and arms pumped, and a sense of joy flooded me—I was good at this. This I knew how to do, maybe even better than anyone else.

      When I sauntered back, there were a few impressed nods from the girls I’d just met—Jasmine, Mia, and Georgina.

      “You’re still quick,” Zetes admitted. I might have imagined it, but I thought that there was a grudging hint of respect in his voice.

      “I had to be to survive. I used to pick pocket, and sometimes I’d do it to the wrong guy.” I laughed. “Running through the streets was the best way to avoid a fat fist in the face or a night in jail.”

      “Let’s race,” Zetes suggested. “See how fast you really are?”

      “I’m game.” I shrugged, but inwardly, I sparked at the challenge.

      Cade’s elbow nudged Zetes’s side. “It’s not really a fair race. You’re literally like the north wind.”

      Zetes’s gaze flickered in my direction, as though he was warning me, and giving me a chance to back out before I made a fool of myself.

      “It’s fine. I’ll race.” I appreciated Cade’s protectiveness, but I didn’t need it. I’d been dealing with the shitty ends of sticks my whole life.

      “Okay. See that target downfield?” He pointed to a spot at the other end of the large field, where I could see a target set up on a hay bale. “To there and back.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I’ll give you a ten second start.” He gave me a wry smile.

      “I don’t need it, thanks.” And then I took off like a shot.

      Cade’s laughter burst behind me as I sprinted hard across the turf. I didn’t risk glancing over my shoulder to see where Zetes was, and I thought I was doing pretty good, but within a few seconds he overtook me. He even had the presence of mind to flash me a stupid grin as he passed me.

      He reached the target well ahead of me, touched it, and started his way back before I was even five feet away from it. I didn’t know why I was so surprised at how quick he was; I was at a school for Demigods for Pete’s sake. I guessed I was just so used to being the best at something.

      When I returned to the starting point, Zetes was sitting down on the grass sipping from a bottle of water as if he’d just gone for a lazy stroll. I was panting hard for air and my legs were a bit shaky from the excursion. Usually running that hard didn’t affect me much, but I guessed I couldn’t remember the last time I’d raced a Demigod.

      Cade patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. Everyone loses to him. But you did do better than most, I can tell you that.”

      Still trying to catch my breath, I nodded. “Okay, what’s next?”

      Jasmine spread out her impressive wings. “How about some flying lessons?”

      Cade’s features cringed as though he’d forgotten to tell her beforehand. “Ah... not a good—”

      “I don’t have wings anymore,” I blurted. “They cut them off before kicking me out.”

      I didn’t realize how much that fact upset me until I said it out loud. Something burned behind my eyes and at the base of my throat, but I quickly shoved the emotion away. No way was I going to cry in front of a bunch of Demigods who already didn’t like me.

      Deflated, Jasmine quickly pulled in her wings. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry to hear that. It sucks.”

      “Yeah, it does. Which is funny, cuz I really didn’t realize how much until I got here and saw all of you.” I didn’t like the pity looks I got, so I changed the subject by walking to the weapons display and picking up a sword. It was super heavy so it took all my effort to lift. “Who’s going to teach me to use this bad boy?”

      It turned out that Lucian was the main man when it came to sword play. It didn’t surprise me. He seemed like a warrior through and through, with his chiseled good looks and wavy golden locks. I imagined a bunch of heroic tales of battle had been written about him, but every time he lifted his sword for me to engage, I started to laugh. I couldn’t help it. I felt like I was in some Legend of Zelda video game.

      “Why are you laughing?” he finally asked, already fed up with training me.

      “Because I feel stupid. This sword is too big for me. I’m scrawny, if you haven’t noticed.” I lifted my arm and flexed. There was nothing there. No bump of any kind.

      “You need something smaller, quicker.”

      I turned to see Cade pick up two daggers and twirl them around expertly. He even spun them on the backs of his hands, flipped them over and caught them, doing some cool pose that made my heart skip a few beats. His sexy factor had just jumped from an already solid seven to a ten.

      There were other daggers on the rack, but the ones he held called to me.

      Dropping the sword, I joined him at the weapon stall. He handed me the two daggers, then eyed me closely, as if watching for a reaction. They felt right in my hands. Their weight and balance seemed so familiar. “Did I use these before?”

      Cade’s grin blossomed, and I had to swallow as my heart thudded even harder. “Yup. Those were yours actually. You made them in Hephaistos’s forge during his metallurgy class.”

      My thumbs ran over the hilts, really feeling the soft black leather. An image of me wrapping the smooth straps around and around flashed in my head. It startled me, and I nearly dropped them, but I tried spinning one of the daggers in my hand to hide it. The skill came to me so easily that it surprised me—like riding a bike. After getting the feel of them, I was spinning and flipping them around like a circus performer.

      It was so cool.

      “That’s cool,” Mia said with a laugh, while everyone else smiled as well.

      Everyone except Lucian. I had a sense that he took himself and all of this too seriously.

      “Tricks look good, but they aren’t going to help you in a fight.” He came at me, like he was going to take my daggers away, but I was quicker.

      I had spent years dodging big guys with big egos who thought they could bully little girls. Agilely, I dodged his grab and spun around, slid both knives into his boots without him noticing, then backed up with my hands up, showing him I didn’t have the daggers anymore.

      “Ha! Nice.” Cade’s words mixed with laughter, and I felt a flicker of hot pride stemming from his praise.

      The girls clapped, enjoying the sleek move as much as he had.

      Lucian wasn’t having it, though. He lunged at me with a new maneuver, making a wild grab for my arm. I ducked under him to roll onto the ground, and pulling both daggers out of his boots, I came up with one pointed right into his groin as he turned.

      “En garde!” I announced with an exaggerated French accent.

      “You look like Robin Hood.” Zetes laughed so hard I thought he was going to fall over. “Dude, she totally got you.”

      Lucian’s eyes narrowed, but they glinted in resignation.

      After that fun demonstration, we moved on to bow and arrow. That time it was Jasmine who became my instructor, which was fine with me. Lucian was way too stuffy for me. He needed to chill out.

      She showed me how to hold the bow properly, nock the arrow, and how far to pull the string. My first shot sucked, because my arm shook too much when I pulled back the bowstring. It did a wide high arc and limply landed in the ground a few feet away from the target. The next shot hurt my fingers, actually tearing away some skin. However, the third one was solid, finally hitting the target.

      Soon, it all just started to feel right and natural. Every shot after that was a bullseye, and I uneasily recalled the dream in which I’d shot at a target from astride a unicorn, and then Iris had appeared… appeared and burned.

      “Good job.” Jasmine patted my shoulder.

      I grinned, lifting my chin and straightening my shoulders with pride. Bloody right, that was a good job.

      “Yeah, but can you do that while being chased by a bunch of angry minotaurs?” Lucian cocked an eyebrow.

      “Man, if I could magically make ice cream from thin air, you’d be the guy who says, ‘But can you make rocky road?’” I snorted and shook my head.

      Everyone laughed at that. Cade’s hand hid his, but his eyes crinkled.

      “Besides, I don’t even know what a minotaur is. So, it’s an unfair question.”

      “A minotaur is a big man with a bull’s head, horns and tail,” Cade explained. “They are mean and aggressive.”

      “Oh, well then the answer is probably, no. I’d probably be too scared to do anything but crap my pants.”

      Everyone laughed again. Georgina, who had been fairly quiet thus far, snort laughed.

      “Let’s make this interesting,” Lucian added. “Everyone grab a bow, and we all shoot at the target at the same time. See who is the best shot.”

      I thought the idea was lame, but I kept that to myself. All these people were out here trying to help me, which was pretty nice considering they didn’t know me at all. I knew they did it because of Cade, he seemed like one of those people that everyone liked.

      Even I liked him, and usually, I didn’t like anybody.

      “What does the winner get?” I asked.

      “Dibs on Dionysus’s latest concoction.”

      That had everyone scrambling for a bow.

      While Cade took stock of the one he’d picked up, I leaned into him. “Should I be excited about this concoction?”

      “Yeah, he loves to party and makes the wildest drinks that are transcendental. With the last one I tried it felt like I was floating on the softest, fluffiest clouds that smelled like cotton candy. It was amazing.”

      So, basically meth. He sounded like a drug dealer I knew in the building where I lived, but I didn’t comment. Instead, I got in line with the rest of them, and nocked my arrow. Lucian ran to the front of the line and cupped his hands together, forming a small ball of fire. He left it to hover above the ground, and got back in line, nocking an arrow.

      “When the color changes from red to blue, you shoot.” He lifted his arms, aiming at the target, and everyone followed suit.

      While I stood there, straining to pull the bowstring, I got a wild idea. I watched the fire ball, and just as it started to turn—it was subtle, but discernable—I lowered my arms, reaching into my pants’ pocket for my watch. I pulled it out at the same time the fire became blue, and everyone loosed their arrows. Not Cade, who stood beside me, because he’d been watching me.

      Pushing the button on the side, I saw everything and everyone stop.

      Except for Cade. “What are you doing?!”

      Startled, I gaped at him. “You’re still moving?”

      “Yeah…” He gave me a bewildered look.

      “Take a look.” I gestured to the others.

      His head swiveled around, taking in Lucian, Zetes, Jasmine, Mia and Georgina, who were all frozen in various degrees of motion. Even cooler were the arrows suspended in the air.

      “Holy shit.”

      Laughter escaped me. “Right? Isn’t it cool?” I danced around in front of the group, ducking under arrows as I moved.

      “How did you do that?”

      I held up the pocket watch. “It does it when I push the small knob on the side.”

      Rushing over, he took the watch from me, and turned it to inspect it. “This is crazy. I never designed it to do this. I never even knew you could do this.”

      My eyes narrowed with his words. “What do you mean you designed it?”

      “I made the watch.” He kept flipping it over and over again.

      “If you made it, why do I have it?”

      His gaze flicked up at me, but it soon returned to the watch. He didn’t answer. “When did you discover you could do this?”

      “A year or so ago. It happened by accident, actually. I banged my hip at work when a glass dropped, and I was able to catch it before it smashed on the floor. But I only really figured it out last night, in my room here. This is the longest I’ve been able to do it, though.”

      Grinning like a kid at Christmas, he shook his head. “I’m astounded by this.”

      “I’m astounded that you can see it too. Usually, it only works for me. Why do you think that you’re able to move like me?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s very, very cool.”

      “Right?” I moved in front of Lucian’s arrow. “Check this out.” My fingertip tapped the arrowhead and it moved, pointing downward. “Now it won’t even reach the target.”

      Smirking, I walked along the line, doing the same to everyone else’s arrows. They never pointed in a direction that would be harmful, just one that wouldn’t even be close to the target. Then I marched down to the target and stuck mine into the middle bullseye, running back to Cade’s side. “Give me yours. Where do you want it?”

      Amused, he shrugged and handed it to me. “Don’t care.”

      I rushed to the target again, took mine out of the bullseye and put Cade’s in the middle, sticking mine just a smidge to the right.

      When I returned, he gave me a look. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but maybe you’ll get those fluffy clouds again.” Retrieving the watch from him, I pointed to the spot in line where we had stood. “Okay, let’s get back.”

      Lined up once more, I pressed the button. Arrows landed all over the field instead of where they should have gone.

      “What the hell?” Lucian frowned as he surveyed the grass.

      Laughter burst out of me, unable to be contained—full belly guffaws that took the wind out of me. Cade joined me, while the others glared at us with confusion.

      “Looks like Cade won,” I stuttered between laughs.

      “I think we both won this one.” He winked at me, and in that moment, I was the happiest I’d ever been.

      Except, I knew it wouldn’t last. Nothing good ever lasted.
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      CADE

      Being called back to Olympus sucked. I hated that I had to go fix one of the electro-mechanical boilers that kept the city in the clouds functioning. Not to mention that I didn’t like leaving Nicole alone at the academy. I especially didn’t like leaving her in the hands of the very affable and charming Zetes.

      Not that I had a thing for Nicole.

      I didn’t.

      Not anymore…

      Maybe at one time during our first year, but after all that stuff with Iris, I didn’t see her that way anymore.

      It also became difficult to like her even before the incident at the trials because of how hard and mean she got. Despite that, I didn’t think she liked me in that way. If she had, she never showed it. At least not in any real manner. Or I was full of shit, and I had been lying to myself for three years to keep the pain of it all at bay.

      The possibility that Nicole would fall for Zetes concerned me, because without knowing that he was a huge player she could get hurt. Zetes loved everyone and flirted with anything that crossed his path. He’d even tried his coquetry with Hephaistos. That had not gone well, and he’d had a piece of forged metal thrown at his head during class. Lucky for him, he was quick and was able to duck in time.

      Rumor was, he’d even had a fling with Medusa during our second year, while also seeing Psyche. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I did catch him and Medusa flirting in one of the halls when they thought they were alone. Even her snakes seemed to like him. Charm just oozed out of his every pore.

      To get to the portal that went to Olympus, I had to climb a lot of steps in the private, winding golden staircase in Zeus’s Hall. Well, I guess it wasn’t his anymore, but Prometheus’s. Yet, Prometheus’s Hall just didn’t have the same ring to it. Unfortunately, the space was too narrow to unfurl my wings and fly.

      After about twenty minutes of climbing one thousand stairs, I stepped outside onto a small, round platform that stood over a thousand feet in the air. From there, I could see every square foot of land and woods along the academy, even the lake that shimmered sapphire blue in the distance. When I got back, maybe I’d take Nicole there. See if she remembered going for long swims under the hot sunshine.

      Wind whipped around me as I took out the big brass key, to slip into the lock of the door hovering mid-air—about a foot over the platform.

      Going through any portal was never easy. There was the water portal that connected to the mortal realm, but despite being sucked through the whirling tornado of water at an incredible speed, you always ran a risk of drowning.

      The oak tree that connected to the underworld had been guarded by Hecate, and the price to enter was a pint of blood that she took by nearly biting off your throat. Other places could be reached through the shadow ways, but even after all of Erebus’s instruction and patience, I didn’t have that kind of power to control the darkness. It was a rare gift to wield, and only a few were able to use it without losing themselves.

      I wasn’t even tempted.

      This one, however, was just an old-fashioned, floating door at the top of the world. Uncomplicated as portals went. Turning the key, I unlocked it, pushed it open, and stepped over the threshold into the darkness. When I closed the door behind me, a pool of light appeared in front of me. I walked toward it, until it surrounded me like sunlight, and then I was standing in the middle of a lush tropical garden. One of many in Olympus.

      As I strolled through the greenery, I smiled and nodded to those who were sitting on benches or walking the paths, enjoying the late afternoon light. There were some misconceptions about Olympus. Some believed it was always bright and sunny, the golden light of the sun streaming continuously through the temples, but that wasn’t accurate.

      Olympus experienced the same cycle of the earth’s rotation around the sun, as did every realm. Well, except the underworld. It was always dark and cold there, because it was literally underground in the deep recesses of the world.

      When I neared the garden gate, and the arch I had to walk under to leave, I spotted one of the twelve Horae dressed in her usual lavender robe, auburn hair spilling over her pale shoulders. She was picking daisies from one of the flower beds.

      Noticing my approach, she waved. “Hello, Cade. How pleasant to see you again.”

      “Hey, Cypris. How are you?”

      “I am very happy, as it is my hour of the day.” She handed me a clutch of daisies as purple as her robe and eyes.

      I took the flowers but had no idea what I was going to do with them, so I just gave her a nod, continuing my path into the main temple.

      Once inside, I made my way down two levels, where the main operations of the city were conducted. Handing the daisies to one of the handmaidens, I watched her rush off, likely to put the blossoms in some vase somewhere in the temple. There were over a hundred vases scattered about the place.

      Everything up top was shiny, new, and gold, but it was all the electrical and mechanical work I did down here that kept it working that way. Those in Olympus expected a certain way of life, and I was tasked with giving it to them. There were worse jobs in the realm, I could’ve been a cup bearer, but I enjoyed tinkering with the machines, so it wasn’t a great sacrifice.

      As I worked on fixing the gears and the mechanism of the great engine that kept it all moving, I thought about Nicole. She was good at fixing things too, loved working with metal and fire, and knew all the intricacies of the insides of motorized devices. Like clocks. She’d always been fascinated with them, which was the reason I had built that pocket watch just for her.

      It still shook me to see her with it. I knew in my gut that Zeus wouldn’t have let her take anything when he banished her, but even without her memories, Nicole still had the self-awareness to hide it on her, so she could keep it as a way to remember us… a way to remember me.

      My jaw clenched with the thought, and I shook my head. I shouldn’t be thinking that way. Although, she was not the same Nicole who had been expelled from the academy. She was also not the same person I’d met on the stairs that lead to the dorms, during the first day of orientation. Not the same Nicole, I’d fallen… I shook my head, shoving the thought back down.

      Except, I had seen some of the good Nicole in her now—her feistiness, her wit, her fun-loving spirit. That was the Nicole that had created Tinker.

      What she’d done today with the watch, stopping time to mess around with the others’ arrows, was definitely something she would have done back then if she could.

      The image of her freezing time made me pause. I couldn’t believe that she’d been able to do that. It should have been impossible. Aside from maybe one or two of the most powerful Gods, I’d never heard of anyone being able to manipulate time. As far as I knew, not even Hephaistos could do it. On top of that, I hadn’t created the watch with that ability. The little button on the side, which she pushed, had been there to act as a stopwatch. Not literally a STOP watch.

      And how had I been pulled into it?

      Memories of that moment scrambled for an answer in my mind. When I noticed that she’d dropped her bow, I had reached out to her. Had I touched her on the arm? I must have. Disbelief filled me and I shook my head. To think that her power was that strong, that she’d been able to pull me with her… It was incredible. She was incredible.

      Now came the hard part, though. Whether or not to tell anyone about it. My gut churned from being torn over it.

      After hearing about what Nicole had gone through, I wasn’t sure I trusted those in charge as much as I once did. Yes, Zeus, Apollo, Aphrodite, Ares, and Hera were gone after showing their true intentions, and Prometheus had proven to be a fair, yet stern leader, but the Gods weren’t like us. It wasn’t fair to expect them to think or act like Demigods, or even like humans, because at the end of the day, they just weren’t.

      Still, I felt like I had to inform someone.

      Maybe I could tell Hephaistos. He’d always been honest and fair with me.

      From what I’d heard about all the troubles at the academy that Lucian and Melany had gone through, he had proven that he would fight on the right side of history. In a way, I had a sense that, quite possibly, he was going to be put in that position again. Because whatever was happening with Nicole, the Corpse King, and the gray-skinned giant, whatever had followed her here wasn’t good…

      Perhaps, another battle was brewing.

      An hour later, I finished tinkering with what needed to be fixed, so the Gods could continue lavishing in their utopia without any issues. My steps took me back up to the main temple, fully intent on returning to the portal and going home, but I was hailed as soon as I stepped onto the shiny white marble.

      “Cade, where are you going?”

      When I turned, I found Iris striding across the title floor toward me. She wore the robes that most of the Olympians wore—draped over one shoulder, and tied with a sash—but her robe was an array of colors, like the rainbows she could make with her hands. I imagined she wore it that way, in hopes that it distracted from the scars she carried across the left side of her face, neck, shoulder and arm.

      Chiron had done an admirable job healing her after the accident. Based on the depth of her burns, her scars should’ve been plenty and horrific. Thankfully, they weren’t, but even the power of the Gods couldn’t fully remove the evidence of that day.

      Iris was self-conscious about them; always thought people were staring at her, laughing, or judging. No amount of assurances I’d given her on a daily basis could combat that. I had told her she was still beautiful, but she never fully believed me, which made me extremely sad.

      The stress of it all affected us both, plus the fact that to prove to herself that she was still desirable Iris slept with others, had been too much for our relationship to endure. To be honest, we had been over far before the accident even happened, I just hadn’t had the courage to end it with her.

      “Back to the academy,” I answered when she neared.

      “Why?” She frowned.

      “Because I have work to do there.” My tone was a bit testy. I didn’t want to have that discussion, because I knew where it was leading.

      Her slim, pale hand settled on my arm, rubbing it with her thumb. “I’m sure you could stay the night.” Her eyebrow twitched upwards flirtatiously.

      “I don’t think so, Iris.”

      She dropped her hand, and gave me a cold hard look, reminding me of one of the many reasons we hadn’t been able to make it work. “I heard she’s come back to the academy.”

      And there it was.

      “Yeah, it was a surprise to everyone.” I felt the door calling to me; I really wanted to leave, but Iris’s hand came back to my arm, and I knew that she wouldn’t let me go.

      “How? I thought all of her power had been stripped.”

      I dragged a hand through my hair; I’d been dreading this conversation ever since Nicole stepped out of those trees in the garden. “I don’t know. No one knows.”

      “She should’ve been tossed back out the second she stepped foot on the grounds.” Iris traced a finger over her scarred cheek, as she tended to do when she was agitated. I didn’t think she even knew she was doing it.

      “It’s more complicated than that.”

      Her already harsh glance hardened, the pink scar just under her eye puckering. “You still have feelings for her.”

      Hard pass. That was not something I was willing to discuss with her. Although, really, I just didn’t want to examine it too closely. I had to end the conversation.

      “I need to go, Iris. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? You have no idea what it means to be sorry.” She threw her arms in the air. “Neither does she!”

      I spent years feeling sorry for Iris, for what had happened. Just as Nicole had changed right before the accident, Iris had afterward. Yet, how could you tell someone you used to have feelings for, that the scars across her body were not what were making her ugly?

      Iris’s anger had twisted her into someone I barely recognized anymore. Her rage had grown from tendrils, into thick vines that were rooted at her very core.

      “Her whole life was ripped from her, Iris. She was basically left for dead on the streets with no idea of who she was. She didn’t even know she had a family who loved her.” As I spoke, it struck me again how awful this was. The punishment hadn’t fit the crime.

      “Good! I’m glad she suffered.” A dark glee sparked in Iris’s eyes, and it made my stomach turn. “She should have died on those streets. I only wish she’d suffered more first.”

      Her venom didn’t surprise me, she’d been spewing it for years, so it wasn’t the first time I’d heard her wish death upon Nicole. Once, at her lowest, Iris even confessed to me that she wished Zeus had electrocuted her in the middle of the auditorium, where she could’ve happily watched. She would have even helped if he would have allowed it.

      It had been at that moment, that I truly knew I had to get away from her. Guilt had kept me at her side for another few months, but then I’d finally left her. She never accepted it, and always tried to seduce her way back into my heart.

      Part of me wanted to tell her that there was no room there for her, because after seeing Nicole again, I realized she’d never left it.

      “I’ve got to go, Iris.” Turning on my heel, I left, but I could feel the anger and despair wafting off her behind me.

      Another time I probably would’ve gone back to console her, but I didn’t stop.
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      NICOLE

      After the fun at the training field, and Cade having to leave unexpectedly, Zetes hung out with me, regaling me with stories of all the amazing things he’d done and places he’d been, until the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen batted her eyelashes at him. Then I was on my own to wander.

      I had no idea what to do or where to go, so after a quick stop by my room to change into a different t-shirt and a pair of jeans, I strung my backpack over my shoulders, and strolled through the various halls in the academy. It didn’t feel right leaving my bag unattended—old habits and all.

      Some of the halls were more interesting than others. Like Demeter’s, which was basically a jungle, and then I came across the Hall of Heroes.

      There were a ton of statues, monuments to some of the Gods, and even to the recruits who had died in the battles that occurred in Pecunia. I went from one to the other, reading their name plates and learning in which war they had fallen. I didn’t know those people, or at least I didn’t remember them, and that realization made me really sad.

      After a bit, I sat on one of the benches near a fountain and some plants. It felt weird sitting there to be honest, especially when others walked by giving me curious looks. I knew I looked out of place in my T-shirt, jeans, and runners while they were all in uniform, but I suspected it was more than that. I wasn’t one of them, and they knew it.

      I got to my feet, thinking I’d just go back to my room and chill out, when I spotted Hephaistos marching through the hall, so I decided to follow him. Why not? I had nothing better to do. Maybe he’d lead me to something cool.

      As I shadowed him through the school, I didn’t bother to worry about him knowing I was doing it, he looked focused on getting to wherever he was going. Other people, guards and recruits alike, jumped out of his way when he stormed from one hall to the next.

      The God marched through the main foyer, past the huge staircase, and around the corner. Then I lost him. I had to back track to find a shadowy alcove that was the entrance to a set of wide stone steps that spiraled down into the darkness.

      That must’ve been where Hephaistos went. At least, it wouldn’t have surprised me. He had a dark, Quasimodo like air to him. If this was France in the 15th century, he’d be living in a bell tower and rocking that bell.

      As I walked down the stairs, I heard soft whirring noises, and a metallic ping with each step. I quickly peeked over my shoulder to find Tinker following me. When my head turned, the little robot comically froze in the spot, and I wondered if he thought that because he wasn’t moving I couldn’t see him, just like a baby would. Stifling a laugh, I kept moving, letting him continue with his secret mission.

      Part of me wondered if Cade had instructed Tinker to look out for me while he was gone. I hoped so, because that would’ve been the sweetest thing anyone had ever done for me.

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, a blast of hot air hit me in the face. The sharp tang of metal and heat filled my nostrils, so I took in a deep breath and smiled. I was obviously in the right place. After a few steps forward, I stopped by two huge, open metal doors that loomed before me, and was forced to crane my neck to see the tops of them. Impressive.

      I kept walking, passing through the doors to step into the forge.

      A huge grin curved my lips when the heat enveloped me in a comforting hug, and the groan of the bellows tickled my ears.

      “Cool.” More whirring noises reached me, followed by a tiny bloop. I turned around to see my little robot hovering in the big doorway. “C’mon, Tinker. You might as well come inside and hang out with me.”

      He quickly wheeled to my side, and I patted his dome head, receiving a little happy beep. “Thank you, Nicole.”

      “Where shall we go first?” I glanced around, trying to decide what to explore before Hephaistos caught me and kicked me out. I could hear him on one of the top platforms, so the main floor it was.

      “We should not be here. Hephaistos doesn’t like visitors.”

      “Awe, c’mon. Where’s your adventurous spirit?”

      With Tinker at my side, I moved toward the far wall. It looked like that was where Hephaistos stored all his finished pieces. Swords and shields hung on one wall, and the other had shelves with rows of intricate works.

      The closer I got to the shelves, the clearer I could see what was stacked in rows. Small decorative boxes made out of metal dominated the shelf. Some had very delicate lattice work on them, others had symbols and pictures carved along the sides and on the lids. All of them were exquisite. The workmanship extraordinary.

      Shadowboxes.

      Like the one I received in the memory that led me back to the academy.

      I reached over and picked one up, unable to resist it. It was heavy in my hands and made of some kind of black stone, I thought, instead of metal. Slowly opening the lid, I noticed the inside was lined in purple velvet. It was gorgeous—had an elegance to it that the others didn’t.

      “Put it back.”

      The heavy growl startled me, I hadn’t heard Hephaistos approach. He was surprisingly stealthy for such a big man.

      “It’s so pretty. Did you make all of these?”

      “Yes. Now, put it back before I break your fingers.”

      Ignoring his threat, I placed it back on the shelf. “Did you make those swords?” I pointed to the weapons rack, and as his head turned, I quickly swiped the box and slid it through the open zipper on my backpack. I then stepped toward the wall with the shields. “Did you make these too?”

      “Some.” He sighed angrily. “I wish you still had your memories so I didn’t have to answer all these stupid questions. It’s tedious and I have work to do.”

      “Believe me, I wish I had them too.”

      He eyed me for a moment, and then rubbed at his nose. “Are you going to leave?”

      “What are you working on? Can I watch?”

      Hephaistos's large shoulders slumped with a heavy sigh. “Fine.” Turning, he went up the precarious stone steps, taking a bridge over one of many cannels full of red, molten metal.

      My attention shifted down to Tinker. “Maybe you should wait for me down here.”

      “Yes, that is a good idea.”

      Patting his head again, I followed Hephaistos to the highest level, where the biggest forge was situated. The bellows were the loudest up there, pumping like a giant mechanical heart. I loved how the noise vibrated against my skin, giving me goose bumps.

      Hephaistos put on his head gear and gloves, then picked up a piece of iron and threw it into the hot coals. With a pair of tongs, he took hold of the iron and turned it. It was amazing to me that it had only been in the fire for a few minutes, but it was already glowing red.

      He brought it out, set it on the large anvil, and began to hammer it with a huge mallet. The sound of the metal pinging on metal made me all giddy inside. It was so weird, having that kind of visceral reaction to something like that. Cade mentioned I had an affinity to fire and metal, but this was frankly ridiculous.

      “What are you making?”

      “Guess.”

      I studied the iron and how he was working it. “A spearhead?”

      A bit of surprise flickered in his brown eyes when he glanced up at me. A pleasant surprise maybe? That might have been a hopeful reach. “Yup. That’s right.”

      “Cade told me I used to be in here a lot.”

      He went back to his hammering.

      Some people would’ve taken that as a sign to quit talking, but I thought of it as an invitation to keep going and speak my mind. When he actually said, shut up, then I would take him at face value.

      Observing him, I moved to the forge and grabbed one of the pokers, jabbing it into the coals. A satisfying hiss came from some of them as they broke apart, settling into ash.

      “Now that I’m here, I get it. I feel comfortable in this place. Is that weird, considering I can’t remember shit about shit?”

      At first I thought his silence was a way to avoid answering, but then he grunted. “No. It’s not weird. You feel comfortable here because deep inside your blood, fire and metal are part of your DNA.”

      I turned around to face him. “I don’t know if I believe in all of that.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you believe. It is what it is.” He brought the iron back to the flames. “If it makes you feel better not to think of it as destiny or fate, and all that crap, think of it as science. You can’t argue with science.”

      If he thought that, then it was obvious he hadn’t been out in the real world in a long time.

      “Cade told me I molded metal with my bare hands.”

      “You did.”

      Considering it, I looked deep into the blazing forge. “Could I try it again?”

      Hephaistos shrugged. “If you want.”

      “But what if I burn my hands?”

      “Then I’ll take you to Chiron so you can cry like a baby on his shoulders. I don’t deal with tears.”

      That made me laugh. “You’re funny. I like you.”

      “Whatever.”

      He went to take the molten iron out of the coals with the tongs, but I snatched it from him with my bare hand, and braced for the searing pain to flare across my fingers and up my arms. It didn’t happen. Merely a slight tingle rushed across my skin as I juggled the iron piece from hand-to-hand, trying to figure out what the hell I was going to do next.

      Cupping the metal, I focused, and instantly brought fire into my palms. The iron started to melt inside them until it was like a handful of Play-Doh. I squished it and twisted it around, then rubbed my palms over what I’d created, setting the perfectly round and smooth ball of iron onto the anvil.

      “Voila!” I pointed toward it like a car show model.

      Hephaistos looked at it, then at me, his scowl deepening. “What the hell am I supposed to do with a useless ball of iron?”

      “I don’t know.” My eyebrows wrinkled. “Paint a happy face on it, and name it Norman. It could be your new friend.”

      Gripping the ball with his tongs, he tossed it back into the flames.

      “You suck. What did you do that for?”

      “Pick up a hammer and do something useful with it.” He set the melted metal back onto the anvil, then handed me the tongs so I could forge the spearhead he’d been making. Biting my lip, I tried to hide my stupid grin when I took up the mantle, but failed.

      He just shook his head and snorted at me, then went to get another piece of iron to put in the fire.

      As we hammered the pieces flat into the blades for the spears, a thought popped into my head. It might have been crazy, but I was going to express it regardless—I had never been one for holding back.

      “Have you ever forged a pair of metal wings before? You know, for flying?”

      “Nope.”

      “Do you want to?” I looked up at him, and kind of held my breath… until his gaze met mine and he nodded.

      At that moment, I swore, no word of a lie, Hephaistos smiled. Cade was going to be completely bummed that he missed it.
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      NICOLE

      When Cade returned from Olympus, he found me in the forge with Tinker and Hephaistos—we’d already made half of the metal feathers for my new wings.

      “Look!” I leapt at him the second he stepped onto the platform, holding up one of the smooth silver feathers for him. “Isn’t it cool?”

      Cade took it, flipping it over to examine it. “What’s it for?”

      “My wings, mate. Soon, I’ll be able to outfly all of you.”

      “That’s cool.” His voice was muted as he handed the metal piece back.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He turned away from me, and went to stir the forge fire with a poker.

      “Something is,” I insisted, concern growing in my belly. “You were a lot happier when you left, but now you’re a buzz kill.”

      “She’s right,” Tinker agreed. “You are sad.”

      “Shut it, Tinker.”

      “Hey! Don’t yell at him,” I scolded, “You don’t have to take your bad mood out on Tink.”

      The sound of crashing metal echoed all around us, making me jump, when Hephaistos threw the iron piece he’d been working on onto the floor. “Get out. All of you. You’re bickering like a married couple with a strange little kid.”

      “I am not strange.” Tinker hummed at him.

      “Whatever. Just get out. You’re giving me a headache.”

      After some finagling to get Tinker down to the main level—frustrated, Cade just ended up flying him down—we left Hephaistos’s forge and returned to the main hall.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” I asked again.

      “No, because there’s nothing wrong.”

      Sighing, I shook my head. “You are a pouter. Do you always pout like a little kid?” My gaze fell toward Tinker. “How about it, Tink? Was Cade always a pouter?”

      “If you answer that, Tinker, I will dismantle you.”

      The little robot made a sad squeal that sounded like he was a deflating balloon.

      “So, do you want to just be alone? I can run around and get into some kind of trouble.” I playfully nudged him in the side with my elbow.

      I didn’t want him to leave, but if he was regretting reconnecting with me, then there was nothing I could do about it. Something obviously happened when he went to Olympus, and for some reason, I suspected it was about me.

      He gave me a hard look. “No. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Then what, huh?”

      “Athena mentioned there were some books in the library we could go through, and hopefully find out who this gray skinned giant is that you saw in Cassandra’s vision. I would say he’s just as important as who the Corpse King is.”

      “Sounds good. It’s a date.”

      Cade’s brows deeply wrinkled. “It’s not a date…”

      My hands lifted in surrender. “Chill out, mate. I’m messing with you. I know we’re not magically friends again, I’m just trying to make the best of a shitty situation. That’s it. Don’t read any more into it. Okay?” Taking a few steps ahead, I patted Tinker on the head. “Okay, Tink, where’s this library?”

      The Hall of Learning was more than a library. It was an opera house dedicated to the symphony of knowledge. I’d never seen so many shelves, books, and scrolls in my life. It was honestly a bit overwhelming. If Athena hadn’t already done all the preliminary work of finding possible tomes to go through, I wouldn’t have had the first clue of where to start.

      Where was a good librarian when you needed one?

      The books she’d picked out were all stacked—three piles, six books high, on a long mahogany table at the back of the gilded, domed room. As we sat in the lush, high-backed, decorative chairs, I wondered if it would be cool if I sent Tinker out to get me some snacks. Judging by the thickness of each tome, it was going to take an all-night jam session to get some answers, and I was hungry.

      Flipping open the first massive tome, I frowned. “Do you think Athena would be mad if I got crisps’ crumbs onto these pages?”

      Cade’s head went down, hiding behind a book, but I caught his lips twitching into a smile. “Probably,” he mumbled.

      

      Three hours into flipping endless pages and reading through a bunch of old mythology, I leaned back in one of the armchairs and declared it time for snacks. Tinker rolled in with a tray of all my favorites, and a couple bottles of water—one for me and one for Cade.

      As we drank and ate some corn chips and pretzels, I noticed that Cade had been watching me. Yet, when I glanced over at him, he dropped his gaze.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What?” he responded.

      “You’ve been staring at me. Do I have something on my face?” I dragged a hand over my cheek, which just slicked my skin with corn chip grease. I really hoped it wasn’t noticeable.

      “I’ve just been wondering about that day in the obstacle course. And what really happened.”

      I shrugged a single shoulder. “Sorry, I can’t help you with that. I don’t remember anything more than what I told you last night.” Except, I did remember a few other details. Details that I didn’t want to talk about now. Those images would be forever scorched into my brain.

      His keen gaze remained on me as he considered something else. “I just never understood why you didn’t fight for yourself during the trial.”

      “Maybe I didn’t have a defense. Maybe I was just that horrible and awful,” I retorted, chest constricting.

      “But you weren’t,” he argued, his eyes narrowing. “You were never horrible or awful, Nicole. Just… I don’t know, depressed maybe.”

      “Why are you bringing this up now?” I challenged, a little annoyed, setting down the bag of chips and wiping my hands on my jeans. “Did you see Iris or something while you were away?” I said it with a bit of a irony, but the look on his face told me that I’d hit the nail right on the head with a really heavy hammer. “Ah, I see. You did see her.”

      “She lives in Olympus now,” he admitted, seeming troubled. “I did too, for a year or so.”

      My eyes widened, my throat tightening at the thought that popped into my mind. “Were you, like, living together?” His silence stretched, so I looked away and opened another book. “Don’t answer that. It’s none of my business.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It doesn’t matter, mate. It was a long time ago and we’re not friends anymore, remember?”

      Cade’s back went ramrod straight against the chair, and he blinked. “Time,” he blurted. Getting up, he walked over to the other table, and grabbed one of the last books we needed to check.

      “Okay?”

      His fingers flipped so quickly through the pages that they blurred. “You said time. I think I know who the giant you saw was.”

      Curiosity awoke in me, and I slid my chair over to him just as he halted pretty much in the middle of the book. He pointed to a painting of a giant, gray-skinned man on a mountain and showed it to me.

      “Cronus. He is the King of the Titans, and the God of time.”

      “The Father of us all,” I muttered. “Father Time.”

      Cade frowned at me. “What?”

      “It’s something Cassandra said in the vision.”

      I studied the image, including the mountain he was depicted atop. It had the similar stone platforms jutting out, but one of them was different, though.  Markings were carved into the stone, and pegs stuck out near the edges.

      “Yes, that’s him.” My finger traced the stone circle. “What’s that?”

      Squinting, Cade studied the portrait, turning the book around to view it from different angles. “It looks like a clock.”

      Peering down at it again, I nodded. “It does look like a clock.”

      Cade’s fingertip dragged along the passage under the painting. “Cronus is the God of Time, and the most powerful being in the universe. He lives in an unknown realm, where he controls the wheel of time. He fathered the original twelve Gods.” Exhaling, Cade forked a hand through his hair. “Whoa. This is Zeus’s dad.”

      My eyes widened. “What the hell would Zeus’s dad want with me?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s obviously all got to do with time.”

      “If that is the case, what does the Corpse King want with time?”

      “I don’t know that either. This is crazy.”

      “You’re telling me?”

      “Let me see your pocket watch?” Cade held out his hand, and my eyes narrowed.

      “Why?”

      “Because maybe it’s all connected somehow.”

      I dug into the front pocket of my jeans and pulled out the watch on its chain. As I handed it over to Cade, my hand jerked, and the watch dropped to the floor. The way it landed, on its side, sent it rolling a bit under Cade’s chair and out past the table. It stopped by Tinker’s wheel, so he reached down, scooping it up with his metal claw hand.

      I stood. “Hand it over, Tink.”

      Except, the little robot didn’t do it right away. Instead, he studied it, then opened its back and started to touch the inner workings.

      “Don’t do that!” Both Cade and I shouted, lunging forward.

      Startled, Tinker made a bunch of scared bleeping noises, wheeling away from us. Cade reached the robot first, trying to grab the watch as I brushed past him to take it from Tink too. A flash of bright white light suddenly burst out of it, forcing me to shield my eyes before a loud, popping sound reverberated in my ears—making me wince.

      The next thing I knew, Cade, Tinker, and I, were standing in the middle of a vast beach that stretched for miles beside an angry dark blue ocean.

      Its waves crashed against the shore, as the thunderous sound of horse hooves pounding the ground echoed all around us. I wasn’t sure which direction it was coming from, but I spun to my right just as a muscular man in golden armor, sword, and shield sprinted past us. Wet sand kicked up behind the warrior who issued a war cry.

      “Holy shit!”

      Cade’s voice pulled my attention, and I turned to find a stricken look on his face. As I followed his line of vision, Pegasus came over the rise of a sand dune, a powerful looking man with white hair and beard mounted on his back. There was a crash of thunder, and then a bolt of white sizzling lightning materialized in his hand. He appeared poised to throw it like a javelin. That had to have been Zeus.

      An ocean wave as high as ten feet crashed against the dark brown sand, and a tall man with brown curly hair and a clipped beard strode out of the water, droplets sluicing off his bronzed skin. The sea God Poseidon wore a white robe and carried a golden trident. Thrashing in the water behind him, was a sea creature so large and vicious, with a round mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, that I nearly peed my pants.

      Cade grabbed my hand and pulled me off the beach to hide behind a large cluster of wet rocks. Without any time to change his gears, Tinker had trouble rolling on the wet sand, but he managed to join us behind the boulders.

      A shadow spread all around us, filling the air like thick fog. Dark smoky tendrils snaked around the rocks, until it turned into a black tornado on top of them. From within the dark mist, stepped an imposing figure dressed all in black. His long black hair was slicked back from a hard face. I remember seeing Hades on the TV with Melany.

      “Here they come!” He pointed to the sky.

      I risked a peek to see who he meant, and saw the clouds fill with winged creatures and chariots pulled by fire-breathing horses—just like the ones I’d seen in the stables of the academy. Riding those beasts were giants of all shapes.

      Eyes wide and wild, Cade began muttering something under his breath, rocking back and forth.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked, grabbing his hand as panic gripped me too. “Where are we?”

      Halting his movement, he stared me in the eyes—fear and awe swirling inside them. “We’re in the middle of the war between the Gods and the Titans.”

      “What?!” I screeched, heart jumping to my throat. “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re here and it’s happening.”

      “I thought the wars happened ages ago.”

      Cade nodded. “They did. But we somehow just traveled over three thousand years into the past. That’s Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades, and the Titans are flying in. It’s going to be a blood bath here on the beach.”

      “He’s got that right.”

      Swallowing, I looked up at the brooding, ominous figure on the rock, to find Hades grinning down at me.

      “You are definitely in the wrong place at the wrong time, darling.”

      The next instant, the whole world around us exploded in a cacophony of lightning, fire, and water… and I was powerless to stop it.
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      The sandy ground shook beneath us as Cade, Tinker, and I, hid crouched behind the large, jagged outcropping of rocks at the edge of the beach. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a huge, black, fire-breathing horse thunder out of the tall and spiky reeds lining the seaside—its muscles rippling in the light.

      A man clad from head-to-toe in shiny armor rode on the beast’s back—at least I thought it was a man, it was hard to tell from this angle. The armor glinted as he unsheathed his massive broad sword, and with a ululating war cry that made me shake in fear, he charged into the fray. I didn’t know exactly who he was, but I knew he was one of the Gods, and he was terrifying.

      I stuck my head around the rocks to risk a peek at what was happening. I mean, a war was going on—that much was obvious by the gathering of troops and the clanging of metal swords and shields. There was also the roar of three headed giants as they waved their hundred muscular arms around, trying to hit something, anything.

      The earth quivered beneath them, and beneath the flapling of massive blue wings from the huge dragon above us. Its ice breath shot mercilessly from its mouth, leaving a trail of frigid spikes in its wake.

      It was a war between the Gods and Titans, after all. One for the history books. Literally.

      A war that had occurred over three thousand years ago. Cade, Tinker, and I, just happened to time travel here by the unexpected turn of a tiny knob on my simple pocket watch, something I still didn’t even remember. Well, obviously not so simple after all.

      It was a shocking surprise to me, and to Cade, since he was the one who crafted it for me as a gift, way back when we were friends. Before I did something horrible, got expelled from the academy, and had all my memories erased as punishment.

      It still seemed like a dream.

      “Don’t! You’ll get killed.” Cade grabbed the back of my shirt and tried to pull me back to his side, the fabric stretching tightly against my torso as he did.

      I jerked out of his grip. “I’m not going to die from looking.”

      Tinker made a few scared peeps and bloops. The little robot was obviously in agreement with Cade. He was actually quivering inside his small, round body, but that didn’t stop me; I had to see what was happening. Me and curiosity were BFFs, even when indulging it wasn’t the best idea. Sure, that friendship had gotten me into all kinds of dangerous and precarious situations, but I lived for that shit. Life was way too boring without it.

      My gaze returned to the fight just in time to see the intimidating Goddess Athena fly into the fray. I recognized her from seeing her at the academy—her molded chest plate, arm, and wrist cuffs glinting under the hot sun. She landed at a run on the sand, and unsheathed her huge sword as she moved, pointing it at the sky.

      Above her, the sun seemed to draw closer, which was obviously impossible. Still, it looked like its pale rays grew stronger, their heat intensifying until it felt like prickles on my skin. A huge man in gold armor swooped down from beyond the wispy clouds, landing just on the edge of the crashing white surf.

      It was so bright that I had to squint to see him. Between the gaps in his helmet, light and fire flared from inside.

      “Hyperion!” Athena shouted. “I’ve been waiting for you!”

      “Here I am.” His fire erupted from inside his helmet and suit of armor, and blinding light flashed all around him. It was like a nuclear bomb had been released, radiating pure power, and I wasn’t quick enough to close my eyes or shield them with my hand.

      “Shit!” I pulled back, rapidly blinking, but I couldn’t force away the sunspots in my vision. I winced; the dancing white flecks were nearly painful in their intensity.

      Cade’s hand gripped my shoulder with concern, but the feeling was reassuring. “What happened?”

      “Some dude made of fire just blinded me.” I rubbed at my eyes, but it wasn’t helping. In fact, it appeared to be making it worse. It felt like I was rubbing sand into my skin. I’d once heard that the whites of your eyes didn’t have any nerve endings, and so, you couldn’t feel pain there, but right at that moment I begged to differ.

      “I told you not to look.”

      “Well, technically, you said, “Don’t, you’ll get killed.’”

      “We need to get off this beach and to a safe place.”

      I turned my head toward him, but could only see a vague outline of his body as it moved. It was incredibly disorienting.

      “Tink, you need to change your wheels to tracks, because we’re going to need to go fast, and I can’t carry you and Nicole out of here.”

      “I don’t need to be carried.” I huffed, raising my chin into the air.

      “Can you see this?”

      I felt, rather than saw, what I was sure was his hand waving in front of my face, and squinted at the blurry dark form. Only instinct—and impossible familiarity—told me it was him, and not any old passerby. “Yes?”

      “Oh, for fire and brimstone’s sake! Could you please shut up?! You are distracting me.”

      My head lifted toward Hades’s voice, but all I could grasp was a swirling mass of darkness on top of the sharp rocks. I’d almost forgotten he was there, what with being blinded and all. Honestly, he hadn’t done much since we arrived, but stand there, look cool, and shout at his brothers now and then to ‘smite that guy’ and another.

      Based on all the hype about how dangerous the Dark God was, I was a bit underwhelmed by him and his actions.

      “Maybe a little help here, then?” Scowling at the lord of the underworld was probably not the best idea I’d ever had, but I couldn’t help myself.

      Cade huffed derisively. “You’re wasting your time asking Hades for help. He’s the most selfish God there is.”

      The mass of darkness jumped down from the rock to land right in front of us. Startled, Cade jumped beside me, before steeling himself.

      “Am I, now? Interesting, as I do not even know you, boy.”

      “Nor will you,” Cade snorted. “You’ll be too busy idling your time away in the underworld to ever help with the academy—” he cursed under his breath, muttering something about time paradoxes and that he shouldn’t spout things that hadn’t happened yet.

      “The underworld?” Hades loomed over us. “Tell me more.”

      The clang of steel echoed all around as the fighting beyond the rocks got louder.

      “Aren’t you going to do something?” I gestured toward the mayhem raging on the other side.

      “About what?”

      “About the war happening nearby?” I rapidly blinked at him, my eyesight starting to clear.

      Hades brought his hands together, well, almost together, there was a few inches gap between them as he swirled them. Between his palms, a sphere of darkness formed. It was so black, I sensed that if I touched it, I’d lose my finger inside it. Like it would literally vanish inside the void he’d just created.

      Once a ball the size of a basketball formed, Hades drew his arm back and fired it over the rocks. I wasn’t entirely sure what happened, or who it hit, but a pain-laced scream pierced through the cacophony of noise.

      “Satisfied?” he questioned.

      Cade grabbed my hand. “Get ready. I’m flying us out of here.”

      My attention turned to Hades. “Tell your brother I said he’s a wanker.”

      “Which brother? They are both quite bothersome.”

      “Zeus,” I clarified. “Tell him he can shove that thunder bolt of his up his arse for what he does to me in the future.”

      Hades’s bark of laughter was unexpected. “You are quite amusing. I have not laughed in years. Not since Hephaistos gave Ares boils all over his genitals for sleeping with his wife. Again.” He slapped the top of my head and instantly my eyesight cleared.

      I could see again, but now I had a headache, because he hadn’t been gentle.

      “Now, go. Before I get bored and decide to turn both of you into goats, then feed you to the cyclopes as reward for siding with the Gods during this tedious war.”

      His hands moved in front of him again, but this time, a wall of shadow formed near us. “It will hide you from the enemy as you flee.”

      “Thanks, mate,” I barely got the words out before Cade yanked me to him, wrapped an arm around my waist, and took us into the air.

      As we flew, not too fast or Tinker wouldn’t be able to keep up on the ground, I turned my head back to the beach and the battle raging there. Cade had said it was going to be a blood bath, and he wasn’t wrong.

      Limbs from giants and humanoid beasts, as well as tentacles from squid-like monsters littered the shore. The sand was no longer beige, but pink, and in some spots, crimson red. Waves crashed onto the beach, trying desperately to wash away the carnage but failed. There was just too much of it.

      “We’ll find a safe spot near those cliffs and figure out what Tinker did to the watch so we can get back to the academy.”

      “What if we can’t figure it out?” My stomach churned at the thought, but we had to consider the possibility. Not doing it would’ve been stupid.

      Cade’s face paled. “Let’s just get to safety first.”

      He swooped down, taking us toward a craggy rock formation. Some fruit trees and a stream stretched below in the valley. As we got closer though, I had to shake my head because I swore the mountain was moving.

      A thunderous crack and groan reverberated in the wind, until the stone seemed to unfold itself. Then the rocks slowly turned, crackling as they went, and a pair of large brown eyes made of mossy boulders with tree branches for eyelashes, blinked down at us.

      “Holy shit!” I cried out, just as the mountain started to walk, nearly hitting us with its solid gray mass of a shoulder.

      Cade veered sharply to the right, nearly making me slip out of his arms. I doubled my efforts of holding onto him, by wrapping my hands in the fabric of his shirt—I didn’t want to fall again. That had sucked the first time it happened, and I didn’t need that kind of stress right now.

      Dumbfounded, we watched as the rocky and wooden giantess strode toward the beach. She was obviously joining the battle. I felt bad for the Gods who had to fight her.

      Despite there being an entire piece of the terrain missing, Cade flew us down to the stream. It was still a good spot to reconvene, even without the protection from the sun, wind, and rain that a mountain provided.

      The second my feet touched ground, I sank to the soft grass gracefully, before I fell like a lump of silly putty. My knees were having a hard time staying solid.

      “Who the hell was that rock giantess, do you know?”

      Cade’s hands scrubbed his face, and I could tell that he was having a hard time keeping it together, but I appreciated that he was making an effort.

      “From what I know about the Titans, I’d say that was Mnemosyne, the Goddess of Memory and Time.”

      “Time? Maybe she can help us get back.”

      He threw me a dubious look. “Do you want to be the one to go ask her for help? Not sure she’d have time between stomping on Gods and tearing others limb by limb.”

      “Yeah, okay. Point taken.” Stretching my legs in front of me, I felt relieved for the slight reprieve from the chaos we’d transported into today. The babbling of the stream was almost enough to drown out the sounds of fighting in the distance. It was a pretty spot, considering the hell being unleashed just through the woods and over the rise.

      Cade crouched near the stream, cupped some water and brought it to his mouth to drink. Watching him made me realize just how dry my throat was. I was about to crawl over to his side, when he came over, carrying a cup made of leaves with water inside. He handed it to me, and I drank it greedily.

      After I was done, I inspected the leaf cup he’d fashioned. “Impressive. I thought you didn’t have earth powers.”

      “No, I said they weren’t as good as my other ones.”

      “Then I’m doubly impressed.” I shrugged. “A boast without being an ego maniac.”

      Sitting down beside me on the grass, he chuckled and took out the watch from his pocket, turning it around in his fingers. “Now, to figure out what Tinker did to the watch.”

      As if conjured by simply speaking his name, Tinker came shooting out of the woods, his little tracks whirring loudly from the effort of going off-roading. Squinting at him while he wheeled closer, I realized he carried something in his little metal arms. It was wrapped in a white cloth, and it squirmed in his hold.

      “Nicole, Cade, look what I found in the woods!”

      My heart dropped into my stomach when I realized he was carrying a baby.
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      Stunned, I looked down at the burbling, squirming, tiny infant who was swaddled in a white cloth, and cuddled in Tinker’s thin metal arms. My first thought was that it couldn’t possibly be real, but a second glance told me that it had to be. It had wide, shining eyes that wheeled frantically from one of us to the next, flailing fists, and skin that looked pink and soft.

      Yeah. Not that I had a lot of experience with kids or anything, but I was pretty sure that was a real baby.

      “How in the hell did you find a baby, Tinker?” Cade studied the infant over my shoulder, his expression wary. It was funny that he didn’t want to get closer to it, like it was a bomb or something—just as sinister and deadly. In fact, he looked a bit like he’d encountered a wild mythical creature, rather than a small, squiggling human.

      “As I rolled through the trees, I heard a tiny cry. I followed the sound and found the baby in a bed of moss. It smiled at me.”

      I looked into Tinker’s eyes and thought that if he could cry, there’d be drops of oil coming out right about now. My own eyes prickled, and I blinked rapidly to try to hold wetness back.

      But… the poor little thing.

      “I had to pick it up and take it with me. I couldn’t leave it all alone to die.”

      “Are you sure its parents weren’t nearby?” I asked, looking around uneasily; worried that someone was going to point at us and yell baby snatchers! “Maybe they set the baby down to go get some food or something.”

      That wouldn’t be a stellar parenting choice by any means, but it was possible.

      Glancing at the infant for a long moment, he made a low bloop, the sound somehow containing a wealth of emotion. I had a sense that maybe he hadn’t considered that, maybe he’d been too excited about finding a baby, and it was now just dawning on him. “Oh.”

      Cade shook his head, still eyeing it like it was seconds away from growing a second head. “The last thing we need is to take care of some baby. We can’t take it with us.”

      “Well, we can’t leave it here,” I argued. “That would be horrible and cruel, Cade. I never pictured you acting like a villain.” My fingers pulled back the cloth protecting the infant’s face. Its eyes widened, and a tiny hand reached up and wrapped around my finger. Despite my best efforts, I felt my heart thud. Shit. That’s not fair, little baby.

      “I’m not trying to be horrible and cruel, but we have other matters that we need to deal with. Like how the hell we get home and back to our time period?”

      “I totally get that, but at least we could look for a village nearby. There has to be mortals around. Obviously.” I gestured to the baby. “We can find some couple to give the baby to.”

      “What if its not a mortal baby?” Cade asked.

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “There are tons of stories about Gods having relations with mortals and begetting other Gods and Demigods.”

      My frown deepened as I studied the baby, looking for any type of characteristic that would identify it as inhuman. Horns maybe, a tail. Pink eyes or something. “Who do you think this is, then? Because we can’t exactly go back to the beach, wave it around and ask, ‘Hey, whose baby is this?’”

      He shrugged, making no effort to get any closer. “I don’t know. Could be any number of them. Heracles maybe. Or Perseus.”

      Gently, I held out my arms and took the baby from Tinker. It squirmed a little but didn’t cry or fuss—even though my movements were awkward, because I had no idea how to hold an infant. At least, not that I remembered.

      “It doesn’t look muscle bound.” I brought it over to Cade. It was comical the way he shrunk back from it, like it was somehow going to harm him, so I shook my head at him. “It’s a baby not an explosive device.”

      “I know.” Yet, he didn’t look convinced.

      His expression made me laugh again. “I can’t believe we’re in the middle of the Gods’ war and you’re afraid of a teeny tiny infant.” I couldn’t refrain from rolling my eyes.

      Insulted, Cade huffed. Apparently, I’d hit a nerve. “I’m not afraid. I just don’t want to hold it. How is that so easy for you?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe I dealt with them before in my life, though I can’t remember. Did I ever mention having a baby sister?”

      Sadness entered his eyes as he shook his head. Actually, thinking about it made me sad too.

      “Besides, we have other things to be concerned about.”

      “Okay, you’re right. What do you suggest we do? What’s our first course of action?”

      “Find a village, I guess,” he agreed. “There must be one around here. We can drop off the baby, get some food and water, and find a safe place to hunker down while we figure out the watch.”

      “Since you’re the one with the wings, I guess you’re on recon duty. Tinker and I will stay here and babysit.”

      Cade’s wings unfurled, and he lifted into the air. I watched him rise, knowing I would never not think it was super cool, and that he was super hot when he flew. The golden boy, Lucian was like some huge golden eagle that was all show and flash, but Cade was like a falcon in the sky. Smaller, sleeker, faster, and, I couldn’t deny it, sexy.

      While he was gone, I took the baby to the stream, dipped my finger into the water and put it in its mouth. It sucked on my finger greedily, so I dipped it in water again. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a bottle, or milk, so this would have to do until we could find someone to take care of it.

      I kind of felt bad for thinking about the baby as an “it”, but I had no desire to unwrap the cloth and find out its gender. It was a bit rude, to be honest, and it didn’t really matter anyway. However, I decided it needed a name.

      “What’s a good name for a baby, Tinker?”

      A couple of thinking beeps echoed around us, and his head turned slightly as he glanced at me. “Baby?”

      I smirked, shaking my head. “You have to think outside the box, Tink. You’re thinking too literally.” My eyes narrowed as I looked at our surroundings. I focused on some of the trees nearby. “How about we call the baby Figgy?” Because you found it among the fig trees.”

      A happy bleep escaped Tinker, and he rolled back and forth—his version of a happy dance, I guessed. “I like that name.”

      “Me too.” Playfully tapping the baby’s nose with my finger, I saw it gurgle at me. “Hello, Figgy.”

      No more than ten minutes later, Cade landed where we had huddled along the stream. “I spotted a few huts downstream. It looks like a small village. I didn’t see any people, but I didn’t go low enough.”

      “How far, do you think?”

      “Not too far. An hour walk, maybe.”

      “Okay, let’s drink some water, gather some food, then get going.” I handed the baby back to Tinker, who immediately cradled it with expertise. “You can carry Figgy.”

      Cade’s eyebrows arched dubiously. “You named the baby Figgy?”

      A smile curved my lips. “Yeah. It’s cute, right?”

      He just shook his head and crouched next to the river, cupping some water and drinking.

      After eating a few figs and gathering more to put in our pockets, we set out to walk along the riverbend to find the huts Cade had seen. Hopefully, we’d find some decent people to give Figgy to before we finally zapped ourselves out of here.

      As we walked farther away from the beach, we could almost pretend there wasn’t a war going on… if we also pretended not to see the flashes of lightning in the sky, or hear the shrieks of flying beasts overhead. Every time it happened, Tinker would juggle the baby with one arm while pointing with the other.

      “Look!”

      “Yeah, Tinker, I saw it. Just like the last ten times you pointed.”

      Cade was quiet during the trip. His attention remained on my pocket watch, which he held in his hand and kept looking at every few minutes.

      I hoped he would come up with a solution, because honestly, I had no idea what had happened, or how to make it happen again. Also, I wasn’t so sure that Tinker knew either. The little robot was probably just playing around with it, without any goal in mind, and accidentally triggered a time travel portal.

      The farther along the stream we got, evidence of human existence started to emerge. Several worn paths were visible, leading from the woods to the river. It was possible they were made by animals, like deer, but the paths were a little wider, made by two people walking side by side perhaps? Then I spotted a large clay jug laying on its side on the shore across from us. Forgotten there, possibly? Or left there on purpose?

      “We must be close.” I pointed to it, noticing Cade’s quick nod.

      “Let’s walk through the woods now, since the stream is veering away from where I spotted the huts.” He unfurled his wings, probably with the intention of picking me up and flying me over the water, but I was tired of feeling useless and having to rely on him.

      Backing up a few steps, I ran toward the river, leaping off the edge—my arms pinwheeling as I soared through the air. For a split second, I didn’t think I’d jumped high enough and would land in the water, but then I hit the shore with the toe of my runner and propelled myself forward. My hands and knees hit the harsh ground when I landed on the rocks and shrubs.

      Laughing, I got to my feet. A couple of scrapes appeared on my hands, but nothing bothersome, so I turned toward Cade on the other side.

      “I could’ve just flown you there,” he called.

      “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?”

      With a small sigh, he picked up Tinker, who clutched the baby close to his metal chest, and carried them over the water. He set them down as gently as he could next to me—considering the bulkiness of Tinker and heaviness I imagined the baby added.

      Through it all, Figgy didn’t even make a peep, though. Cade was probably right about the baby not being human.

      The path that led into the trees became visible quickly. Cade went in first, but I made Tinker go next, even though he tried to argue with me about it. Once I said it was important to protect the baby, he relented, and I walked along the path last.

      When we found someone to take the baby, I was sure Tinker would have a hard time letting go. Who knew the little robot would have such fierce parenting instincts? There was no way I would’ve programmed them into him. Another thought came to me, and I narrowed my eyes at Cade. I didn’t think he would have programmed it either, so maybe Tinker had actually developed the emotions all on his own.

      About halfway into the wooded glen, I got the sense that we were being watched. I scanned the foliage, spotting a few birds staring down at us from high branches. A small brown rabbit hopped across the path in front of me, but it wasn’t their presence that was unnerving me.

      Someone was in these woods with us right now, tracking our movements, like a predator monitoring its prey.

      “Cade—” that was all the warning I managed to let out before we were surrounded by three young women.

      Brown dyed togas covered their bodies while various animal pelts sat on their shoulders, like capes. All three carried sharpened spears, and they were pointed in our direction.

      My hands instantly ignited in flames. The woman nearest to me startled a little, her eyes widened at the fire blooming in my hands, but she didn’t lower her spear. With a Gods’ war nearby, I suspected she was used to those with strange powers.

      “Don’t, Nicole,” Cade cautioned and splayed his hands out to his sides—a defensive move to be sure. “We don’t want to start a forest fire.”

      “I don’t want to be skewered to death, either.”

      A few concerned bleeps and bloops escaped from Tinker, then he rolled out from between the two of us and raised his arms, presenting the baby to the women. He did it, I imagined, in hopes to diffuse the situation, or to call on the women’s natural empathy.

      What did happen surprised the shit out of me.

      All three women lowered their spears, dropping to a single knee before the baby and bowing their heads.

      So it was confirmed. Figgy was most definitely not human.
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      NICOLE

      The three women remained crouched for a long moment, solemn and respectful.

      After they finally got back to their feet, they led us, with the gentle prodding of their spears, deeper into the woods and toward their small village. Although, even the “gentle prodding” with a sharp object still stung.

      Once we arrived, we were immediately surrounded by at least thirty women—young and old—and several small satyrs, which were half man-half goat people. Everyone wanted to see the baby, but Tinker had Figgy pressed tightly to his metal chest, protecting the infant.

      I could already tell that it was going to be difficult to get the little robot to give up the baby, despite it being the proper thing to do. Also, the way Figgy looked up at Tinker, happy and cooing, delighted by the way the dappled sunlight of the woods glinted on his metal frame, made it seem like the instant affection was mutual.

      A tall, definitely over six feet, red-headed woman with piercing blue eyes, and the same sharp and angular face as the others, walked out of the biggest hut. She wore a crown of ivy on top of her head while all the others bowed their heads toward her. Her bearing was regal, nearly fierce.

      Obviously, that was the person in charge, and I could definitely see why. She had a commanding way about her. She also looked like she could kick some serious ass. I’d kill for biceps like hers.

      “Welcome, travelers,” she called to us, narrowing her eyes in assessment. Her tone and gaze weren’t exactly unfriendly, but I wouldn’t call them warm and fuzzy either. “I am Lena. Priestess of this village.”

      Cade cleared his throat. “I’m Cade. This is Nicole…”

      “I am Tinker.” My robot beeped, and Figgy gurgled.

      Lena’s gaze settled onto Figgy, who squirmed a little in Tinker’s grip. “I have had many visions of you, Cade and Nicole. I witnessed your arrival. I saw that you would bring us him...” She gestured to the baby with reverence.

      Unaware, Figgy drooled.

      All the others dropped to a knee and bowed to him.

      Tinker shied away from her though, pulling the baby in as close as he could. At his reaction, Lena’s brow furrowed, and I wondered if she was going to do something to gain control over the small infant. We didn’t need a complication like angering this woman right now.

      Turning to Tinker, I reached for the infant. “Give me Figgy.”

      For a moment, I thought Tinker wasn’t going to give up the baby, certain I had read frustration on his little robot face. However, he let out a long metallic sigh, and drew out his arms toward me. I took the burbling bundle from him gently, and faced Lena, bouncing the baby in my arms, which he seemed to like.

      “Tinker found him in the woods. He was all alone.”

      Lena reached for Figgy, and I gave him to her, instantly missing the warmth of its soft pink skin. Lowering her head, the priestess pressed her lips to Figgy’s forehead and then lifted him in the air before the others. “Finally, we have our prince!”

      Loud cheer erupted from the villagers, and they pumped their fists in the air.

      Stepping closer to Cade, I leaned into him. “Now, do you know who Figgy is?”

      “Let us feast!” Lena announced, victorious.

      Before Cade could answer me, he was pulled away by one of the villagers just as I was taken by another, their firm grips not allowing me to resist.

      “We must prepare for the festivities,” the woman insisted and led me to one of the huts, ushering me inside of it with strong hands.

      Nervous sounds fluttered off Tinker while he rolled in behind me, so I patted his dome head. “It’s going to be fine. Nothing to be worried about.” I eyed my companion. “Right?”

      “Of course not.” She gave me a sweet smile. “I am to help you bathe and get proper clothing on for the feast.”

      My attention dropped to my T-shirt and jeans, both smudged with dirt and dusted with beach sand. I was pretty sure I could feel the tiny granules in my hair, abrading my scalp so I could indeed do with a change of clothes.

      “The clothes I will happily take, but I’m sure I can bathe myself, thank you.”

      After arguing with her for a good ten minutes, I was able to take off my clothes behind a privacy screen, and sink into a wooden tub full of hot water—made fragrant with petals from various flowers. The girl, whose name was Agatha, also gave me a cloth to clean myself.

      Instead of fighting it, which I soon realized was basically pointless since we were stuck there for a while anyway, I indulged myself for a few minutes and closed my eyes, letting the steamy bath ease the stiffness in my muscles and bones. I hadn’t had a moment to myself in days to chill out and relax, so I was going to enjoy this.

      Also, I didn’t smell so great after our adventure, so everyone around me would probably appreciate my bath, too.

      

      I didn’t know how long I was in the bath, but it was long enough for me to fall asleep. Agatha had to shake me awake so I didn’t sink into the water and drown. When I got out of the tub, she handed me a cloth to dry myself, then gestured to a brown robe that was draped over the privacy screen for me to wear. It looked just like the one she had.

      Once I had it on, Agatha insisted on brushing and braiding my hair. It had been a very long time since someone played with my long strands, so I let her. My friend Pinky had loved to put little braids in, or add colorful hair extensions to match hers. Nothing I would have chosen to do myself, but I had enjoyed indulging her.

      A pang of loss hit me in the gut right then, and I wondered if I would ever see my friend again.

      Soon I was fully dressed, my braid adorned with flowers. For a moment, I thought maybe they were planning to make me a sacrifice to the adorable, little baby God at the feast. Agatha even put a wreath over Tinker’s sweet, little metal head. Afterward, she led us out of the hut and to the feasting area, which was just at the edge of the woods.

      Glancing around, I spotted Cade already there, sitting in the circle that had formed around the big bonfire; he too was dressed in one of the brown robes and rope sandals, but he had a wreath around his neck, not in his hair. Although, I suspected he would’ve looked damn cute with ivy in his luscious dark locks.

      His eyes widened as I neared him, and he stood, swallowing. I really hoped that meant my bath and all the beauty pampering Agatha had done was successful. I didn’t have a mirror to look at myself, but I felt pretty. Or at least, I felt clean and knew my skin smelled really good from the flowers in my bath.

      “Hi,” I greeted him awkwardly. “So, this is all really weird.”

      He nodded, licking his lips. “You look… pretty.

      “Thank you.” My hand unconsciously ran over my braid, I liked the way it felt under my fingers.

      “The robe, the hair, the flowers… it really suits you.”

      I leaned into him and waggled my eyebrows. “I do kind of feel Godly right now.”

      Cade snort-laughed. “I actually do too.”

      Trying not to be too obvious, I sniffed at his hair. It smelled amazing. “Did they put flowers in your bath too?”

      “Yeah.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. “Did they bathe you?”

      “No,” he sputtered. “I told them I could do it myself.” His cheeks flushed.

      “Are you sure? You can tell me, you know? I won’t judge you. There was a brief moment where I thought of letting Agatha do it. I mean, she’s quite pretty. And also, persistent.”

      With a shake of his head he turned away, but not before I saw his smile.

      The aforementioned Agatha gestured for us to sit down in the circle, as wooden trays topped with food began to be passed around the villagers. I settled on a straw pad when a tray of purple grapes and papaya was given to me. After eagerly grabbing a small bunch of grapes and slices of the fruit, I offered it to Cade, who did the same.

      Honestly, I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I tried it, then shoved it all into my mouth, papaya juice running down my chin. There was also a variety of fruits that I didn’t recognize, but after the initial hesitation passed, I ate some anyway. If these women had wanted to kill me, they’d had plenty of chances already.

      Music filled the area, and I turned to see a couple of women hitting drums, while another couple played melodious tunes on wooden flutes. It was all so surreal that I couldn’t stop the stupid grin from capturing my face while I partook in the ancient ritual, whatever it was.

      As we ate, Lena joined the feast. Blue stripes were painted across her cheeks and caked in her hair. I knew it wasn’t really paint, not the modern kind at least, probably some kind of blue fruit or plant mushed into a paste, whatever they could find out here in the woods. The priestess carried the baby in her arms, still wrapped in the white cloth, but tiny blue marks now adorned its roly-poly hands and feet.

      She stepped into the middle of the circle, near the fire, and one of the other villagers handed her a prettily painted wooden cup. It looked quite old. Chanting rose out of the women’s lips when she took a sip—words I didn’t understand—and Lena poured a stream of the blood red liquid onto the baby.

      Realization instantly hit me. It was wine.

      I nearly bolted to my feet, wanting to rescue Figgy from being drowned in wine, but Cade grabbed my arm before I could, and kept me sitting.

      “It’s okay,” he assured. “The baby’s fine.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because that baby is the God Dionysus.”

      What?!

      My startled gaze focused on Lena as she continued to pour wine over him. I had yet to hear a cry from Figgy. In fact, if I listened closely, I could almost hear tiny bubbly laughs coming from the bundled infant.

      “Are you sure?”

      Cade nodded. “Yes. These women are maenads, and those are satyrs. From what I’ve read in our history books, they will raise him to adulthood, and be his worshippers. He is the God of Wine and Women after all.”

      That we were the ones delivering a God to his destiny was mind-boggling. And yet…

      “I thought Dionysus was one of the twelve original Gods.”

      “That’s what a lot of people think, and that’s what is taught in schools. But the real story is that he was given the seat on the Council of Gods by Hestia, who was the eldest daughter of the Titans Cronus and Gaia.”

      Taking two of the wooden cups with wine that one of the villagers offered, Cade handed one to me.

      “It is said that after the war, Hestia was so disheartened by it and what Zeus did to the Titans—including those who fought by his side, like the Cyclopes—that she gave up her seat in the original God’s council of twelve to Dionysus, once he became of age.”

      I sipped the crimson wine, a hue that should have stained the cup but didn’t. Usually, I didn’t like the taste, but this one was sweet, full, and delectable, so I greedily took another sip.

      “That’s crazy.” Thirstily gulping the entire contents of the cup, I held it out as Agatha returned with a large pottery jug to refill it. “You do realize I’m going to call him Figgy when we get back to the academy.”

      So incredibly strange that this baby was one of our teachers. Even with all the incredible things I’d seen since re-entering the world of the Gods, it was hard to comprehend.

      “I know.” Cade laughed as he too held out his empty cup.

      We ate, drank, and even danced around the flickering orange bonfire a time or two after Agatha insisted, until the sun went down, the giant ball of pulsing light sinking heavily into the shadowy tops of the trees.

      Tinker even joined in with the musicians, adding some soft bleeps and bloops in time to their lively, unique music.

      Tipsy from the sweet wine and exhausted from the day’s events, my limbs finally grew heavy, and I nearly fell into the fire. Cade snatched me back at the last minute, and it was declared time to retire for the night and get some sleep. Agatha ushered the both of us to one of the rustic huts on the edge of the thick, verdant woods.

      We both stumbled inside, and upon seeing that there was only one bed, we both nearly stumbled out of it. Too tired and drunk to care, I collapsed onto the surprisingly soft, grass stuffed pad and quickly rolled onto my side, tucking my hand under my head. Still, I was incredibly aware of Cade, standing on the other side of the bed.

      “I’ll just sleep on the floor,” Cade offered after a couple of uncomfortable seconds.

      “Don’t be stupid. Just lie down.” I patted the empty spot beside me on the mattress. There was plenty of room for him. “I promise I will contain myself and not try to jump you or anything.” I snorted. “You’re cute and all, but not irresistible.”

      “Fine.” Stumbling over to the bed, he crouched and rolled onto his back beside me.

      I could feel him purposely sliding to the edge inch by inch, so he wouldn’t accidentally brush up against me. It made me wonder what he was so afraid of that he couldn’t just lie beside me and go to sleep.
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      Gods, she smelled good.

      Nicole’s scent tickled my nose as I laid next to her on the sleeping pad on the floor. The delicate flower smell on her hair and skin enticed me. Roses, apricots, and something sweet like vanilla. She smelled good enough to take a bite.

      And she looked good, too. The delicate, flowing robe she wore suited her, and the way Agatha had braided her hair with intricate twists and woven plaits. Nicole looked like one of them—a Goddess. A Goddess with a wicked sense of humor and mischievous sparkle in her eyes.

      She’d teased me about being afraid she was going to jump on me if I got on the bed with her, the joke plain on her face. In reality, it was the opposite. I was afraid I was going to succumb to the myriad of thoughts and feelings I was having about her right now. Warmth, affection, need, desire. Feelings I had no business having, considering what had happened between us in the past.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t help it. I liked this Nicole, who had suddenly appeared at the academy. I liked her a lot more than I could ever have imagined. In lots of ways, she was the same. In the way she looked and sounded, the quirky way she smiled, but in others she was different.

      She was definitely tougher and had more confidence than before. Nicole had become a badass, and I had no doubt that she could handle herself in pretty much any situation. It pained me to think of what she must have gone through after expulsion, to forge that steel inside her very bones.

      I’d had a lot to drink though, and so had she—that sweet, addicting wine sliding down our throats like juice. Agatha had made sure that our cups remained full, so I didn’t even know how much, exactly, ether of us had had. We were in an exotic, foreign place far from home, removed from time, with the scent of crackling fire and seductive smoke in the air, and the taste of sweet papaya and other unknown fruits on the tongue.

      Maybe here, I could forget everything that had happened. If it was possible anywhere, this silent cabin in the trees was it. Perhaps we could just be Cade and Nicole, a couple of people who had just met. Two people who made each other laugh, made each other fell, and made one another vibrate with sexual tension.

      Enticed by the thought, I rolled over onto my side, my movements slow so as not to disturb her, and stared at the back of her head, admiring the intricate braids she hadn’t taken off. Willing her to roll over, too.

      “You’re not going to sleep, are you?” Her voice was soft, slightly slurred, and really sexy.

      It was rare for the new Nicole to let her guard down, so I was all the more drawn to her in this moment, because she was letting me in.

      “Nope.”

      She rolled over to face me, tucking her hands under her chin. The posture made her look really cute, but I didn’t think she’d be appreciative of it if I said so, so I held my tongue. “Let’s… talk then, until we fall asleep.”

      I’d hoped she would suggest something else, but maybe she was saving us from making a mistake we would most likely regret in the morning, when sober and alert. Knowing that didn’t stop my mouth from going dry when she shifted and I smelled the flowers she’d bathed in, though. Lucky flowers.

      “Tell me about your friend, Pinky,” I encouraged, remembering one of the names she’d mentioned to me. Anything, to get her talking, so I could focus on her voice and not on how much I wanted to touch her skin.

      That was the right question, because her face lit up with joy. “She’s the sweetest person you could ever meet. Kind too. I’m not sure I would’ve survived on the streets without her.”

      A rush of fiery anger coursed through my being. What Zeus had done to Nicole made so mad. He just threw her out to fend for herself. Gods could be selfish, though, and I doubted that many—if any—of them had considered looking beyond her punishment to the ramifications of it. That, I thought, not for the first time, was a distinctly human trait.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      She shrugged. “It’s fine. It doesn’t matter anymore. Besides, it wasn’t all bad. I met Pinky and some other really awesome people. I learned a lot about myself. I got stronger. And smarter. And very creative in how to get money for food and stuff.”

      Her lips twitched up into a lazy grin, and I had to stifle the urge to reach out and trace the curve of her mouth with my finger.

      “What did you do?”

      “Some odd jobs, but mostly I used to pickpocket.”

      Eyes widening, I gaped at her, jolted out of my battle with myself. “You did?”

      “Yup. I was good at it too.” She lifted her hands and moved them around in front of my face, wiggling her fingers with exaggerated motions. “It’s all a sleight of hand. Quick fingers. Misdirection.”

      Nicole tried to tweak my nose, but I caught her hand before she could and brought it down to the bed, pressing it lightly into the soft mattress. I didn’t let go of it though. I didn’t want to.

      “I can’t believe you were a thief.” I chuckled, painfully aware of the physical connection between us.

      “Hey, it paid for food and rent on the crappy little flat I shared with Pinky and Claudia.”

      “Did you ever get caught?” I didn’t like the thought of that, of people who would feel entitled to do whatever they wanted with her for stealing, not seeing that she’d been doing it to survive.

      She nodded. “A couple of times.” An uncomfortable look crossed her expression. “I stole from the wrong guy once and Claudia paid for my mistake. So, I stopped pickpocketing and got a job bussing tables at this hole in the wall pub. My boss, Raj, was cool though. That’s where I started to figure out that I had some weird powers. I saw that girl, Melany, and Hades on TV while working there.”

      “I think you’re amazing for doing all of that. Brave too. I mean, the rest of us came from our family homes to the academy, where we’ve been taken care of. None of us have had to fight for food or for a bed to sleep in.”

      I must’ve said something right, because her smile returned, and she didn’t quite look so haunted. “I guess I haven’t thought about it like that.”

      “You’re a survivor, Nic. I’m in awe of you…”

      I hadn’t meant to say that, not in that way, but it was true. I was awed by her, stunned. Not only with how tenacious and tough she was to survive living on the streets of London, and to find her way back to the academy against all the odds, but just with who she was. Right here, right now.

      Keeping her gaze captive, I inched my face closer to hers. For a brief second, I thought she might pull back, but she didn’t. Nicole held still, swallowing, her eyes shifting down to my lips to track my forward progress. My heart slammed against my ribs as I lightly licked my lips, then inched even closer to hers. We were a breath apart, when a series of bleep and bloops came from the darkened corner of the hut.

      Nicole started to laugh, full, hearty bubbles of laughter. “Oh, my Gods! I totally forgot he was even here.”

      Sighing, I started to laugh as well. “Is there a problem, Tinker?”

      “No, there is no problem. I did not mean to interrupt your… conversation.”

      “Maybe you should turn off for the night.”

      “That is a good idea. I will turn off to conserve my energy. Good night, Cade. Good night, Nicole.”

      “Good night, Tinker.” Nicole chuckled.

      Shaking my head, I rolled over onto my back again. Maybe it was a good thing that Tinker had intervened, and I had a slight inclination that he knew what he was doing. Unable to stop it, my gaze returned to Nicole. She’d also rolled onto her back to look up at the thatched roof of the hut.

      Her lips twitched up into a smile when she noticed that I was looking at her. “Tinker has impeccable timing.”

      “That he does.”

      Her chest rose and sank with a long sigh. “So, what was it like at the academy after I was expelled?”

      “Boring.” I chuckled.

      “I’m serious.” She rolled onto her side again.

      “Well, it was chaotic at first.” I rubbed at my forehead. “There were a lot of rumors flying around about what happened. After it settled a bit, we all finished our trials and were placed in our God’s clan.”

      From the way her eyes narrowed, I realized she didn’t know what I was talking about, and I had to remind myself that she no longer shared the same knowledge I had. Her memories had not conveniently returned to her.

      “We’re all connected to one of the Gods. It all depends on our affinities to the elements and our powers. I, like you, have an affinity to fire and metal, so I am part of Hephaistos’s clan. You would’ve likely been placed there too.”

      “Once you became part of his clan, what happened?”

      “For some, they continue to train in those elements, getting stronger and more skilled but Hephaistos offered me a position in Olympus. He said it was so he didn’t have to do the work there anymore, but I had a sense he thought it would be good for me, to help me move on.”

      “Move on from me and what I did, you mean.”

      I swallowed, hating the pain in her voice, however much she tried to mask it. “I guess, in a way.”

      “And Iris went to live in Olympus too? You mentioned it before.”

      For a moment, I paused, unsure of how much information I should divulge about Iris and what she’d gone through afterward. I wasn’t sure Nicole was in a place to hear it right now, and I, selfishly, didn’t want to tell her.

      Not now. Not when we were together like this. Easy, and lazy. To be honest, I didn’t want this night to end. In this place we were time travelers, and I desperately wanted to stop time right here, right now. Part of me even wondered if I could use the pocket watch, like she had during the archery training with Lucian.

      “She went there to heal,” I finally answered. “Chiron is a great healer, but even he has his limits. She got the best care in Olympus.”

      Slowly, Nicole nodded. “Well, that’s something, at least.”

      “We don’t have to talk about it…”

      “No, I think we should. I have to at some point, so why not now? Maybe I’ll forget about it again when I wake up in the morning with a bad hangover.”

      Her lips quirked into a small smirk, and I interlaced my fingers with the hand that I had yet to let go of, squeezing it.

      “Did she suffer any permanent damage?”

      My gut constricted with her question, because I didn’t want to answer her, but maybe it was best to get it all out into the open. “She still has facial scars.”

      Nicole’s eyes instantly brimmed with tears, and she blinked back a few, then rolled over onto her back, wiping her eyes. “The one memory I do have of her is that she was quite beautiful. I guess I ruined that.”

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t offer any words of comfort to her. The fire had melted Iris’s skin and hair. She’d received a lot of godly potions, tinctures, and powerful spells, but nothing could restore her natural beauty. Iris had begged and pleaded with every God and Goddess to help her, but no one could snap away the damage the flames had done.

      Still, I wasn’t about to tell Nicole any of that. It wouldn’t help matters. It wouldn’t restore her memories nor bring her any kind of solace. It would only hurt her, and despite everything she’d done in the past, I didn’t want her to hurt anymore. She couldn’t fix Iris any more than anyone else could. I knew I couldn’t, and I had tried my best for a long time.

      “It’s in the past, Nic. Going over it won’t do you any good.”

      “It makes sense, though. Why you didn’t want to lie down next to me in this bed.” Her gaze went to our joined hands, and she lifted them. “I mean, it took a lot of alcohol for you to even want to touch me.”

      With the words, she tugged her hand out of mine, and my chest burned in response.

      “You are right, we don’t need to talk about it. Let’s just get some sleep, so we can figure out how to get back to the academy, and back to reality.”

      A certain heaviness fell over the room when Nicole turned over again, giving me her back.

      I wanted to reach and touch her shoulder, tug her back toward me. Yet, I knew that despite my warring feelings inside, it would’ve been a bad idea… for both of us.

      We both needed to move on with our lives, however that looked.

      First, however, we needed to open the watch and figure out what Tinker had done to activate a time portal, and transport us here. That would be the first challenge. The second one would be how to get us back to our time.

      What if we opened another portal and it took us even further back? I had no desire to see a T-Rex up close and personal.
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      NICOLE

      When I woke up the next day, Cade was already out of the hut. So was Tinker. I wanted to think that it was because he was allowing me to sleep in, but it was likely because he was embarrassed about what almost happened between us last night.

      Maybe he even regretted it.

      As I laid there, staring up at the thatched roof, I tried to decide whether I was glad that Tinker interrupted us or not. My head said it was a good thing, but my heart didn’t agree at all. Actually, my heart was a bit pissed about it.

      At the same time, what happened—or didn’t happen—seemed like a hazy dream. One of those I would almost remember if I could only find the right thread to pull, but the longer I concentrated on it, the further away it floated.

      I rolled off the sleeping mat and got to my feet. Wiping my eyes of sticky sleep, I drew back the curtain over the doorway of the hut, and stepped out into the already hot sun. It beamed high in the sky, so I assumed it was nearly afternoon. Perhaps I needed the sleep, because I didn’t think I’d slept this long in over a year.

      It occurred to me then that I should have had a headache, or maybe some nausea, from the previous night’s wine. Instead, I felt pretty great. Sucking in a deep, restorative breath, I cupped a hand experimentally in the air. It felt thick, alive with energy. Maybe there was some kind of magic here that kept illness—and hangovers—away.

      I wandered over to the fire pit—where it seemed that the villagers took their meals—and passed a couple of the maenads with handwoven baskets, and pottery jugs similar to the ones that held last night’s wine. They were obviously doing their daily chores. They both nodded to me as I continued my way. My eyes found Cade and Tinker at the pit, along with Agatha, Lena, and Baby Dionysus, who was waving his fat fists and gurgling happily.

      “Hello, Nicole,” Tinker greeted with a joyous beep. His excitement at seeing me showed in the short burst of vibration.

      “Hey, Tinker.” My hand tapped him on the top of his metal head affectionately.

      “Did you sleep well, Nicole?” Agatha asked.

      “I did, thank you.” I shot a quick, sidelong glance at Cade before I replied. I had slept well, better than usual, and I was pretty sure it was because he had been beside me, warmth radiating from his skin to my own.

      Accepting the roll of soft bread and some plump figs that Agatha offered, I took my first bite of the bread and groaned at the delicious taste. It was still warm, with a tantalizing yeasty scent, no butter needed. The sweet juice of the ripe fig ran down my throat as my teeth sank into it, and I savored it, thankful to be putting more than wine in my stomach.

      I might have felt way better than I should have after all the wine, but I still had a body, and so, I was feeling pretty thirsty.

      Cade had yet to look at me, or acknowledge my presence, but I brushed away the burst of annoyance and plopped down right next to him—on one of the firm cushions laid on the ground. I refused to let last night’s awkwardness affect us. It was stupid considering we needed to work together to find a way to get home.

      “How did you sleep, Cade?” I asked, nudging his knee with my own.

      Lifting a hand to his mouth, he cleared his throat and glanced at me, looked away, then dragged his gaze back. The fact that he was being so awkward was almost adorable. Almost. “Ah, good. Thanks.”

      “Let’s not make this weird, mate.” Gathering a handful of fruit seeds, I tossed them into the fire, where they sizzled as the flames consumed their moisture. “Come on. We know each other too well for that.”

      His brows furrowed. “I’m not being weird.”

      “Okay, good.” I stuffed the rest of the bread into my mouth, sad that it was now gone. “Cuz I was starting to think maybe you were going to be all stupid about last night.”

      “Nothing happened last night.” His voice was rough.

      Me thinks the gentleman doth protest too much.

      “I know. Proves my point though, right?”

      He shook his head, but he finally cracked a wry smile. “You’re kind of impossible.”

      I smiled smugly and shrugged. “It’s my speciality.”

      “Since you have helped us,” Lena interrupted, gesturing to Baby Dionysus, “How can we help you get… to where you are from?”

      Taking the pocket watch out of my pocket, I considered my answer. “I’m not sure. Do you know someone who knows about watches here?” I said it in jest, as we were three thousand years in the past, way before someone invented a working clock.

      “Yes, I know this.” Agatha nodded, pointing to the watch.

      Brow furrowing, certain I’d heard her incorrectly, I held it up toward her. “You know about watches? How is that possible?” After I said it, I winced, realizing that my words made it sound like I thought she was stupid.

      “No. I know about time.” Standing, Agatha wiped her hands briskly on her thighs, clapping them together before she gestured for us to follow her. “Come with me. I will show you.”

      Instantly, we stood to follow her, but Tinker hesitated—his gaze going towards the baby Lena held. He shifted, a little back and forth roll of anxiety that she must’ve noticed, because she brought him closer to the little robot.

      “Do you wish to see him before you go?” she asked.

      When happy bleeps escaped Tinker, Lena lowered Dionysus so he could see him. Tinker’s pincer-like hand lifted toward the baby, and a chubby little arm popped out of the bundle, wrapping tiny fingers around it. Excitement burst out of Tinker, a series of small beeps, and I swore the baby nodded, as though he understood what Tinker was trying to communicate.

      It was so damn cute that I nearly made an “aw” sound.

      After Tinker’s sad farewell, we all followed Agatha through the trees and into another clearing. In the middle of it sat a sun dial, similar to the one we had in the garden at the academy, but theirs was also wholly different. It wasn’t a round stone slab but hemispherical, meaning it was half a sphere, with the pointer on top, and twelve Greek numbers sloped along the edge.

      “Did you construct this?” I asked her and she nodded.

      “With help from the Goddess Hera.”

      Frowning, Cade leaned toward me. “How is this going to help?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s worth a look.” Curious, I dragged my fingers along the smooth stone, over the numbers, then noticed other small carvings near the twelve numbers at the edge. “What are these markings?”

      “The symbols for the twelve Gods.”

      My intent gaze studied them, trying to decipher which symbol belonged to whom. A flame was depicted on number seven, must have been Hephaistos, and I saw a lightning bolt on number twelve for Zeus. I thought for sure he would’ve been number one, instead the carving of a sun was found there.

      “Apollo,” Cade confirmed as my fingers drew over it.

      “Why isn’t Zeus number one?” I’d asked Cade, but it was Agatha who answered.

      “He is on the number twelve because it is the most powerful of numbers. It is when the time of day changes. It is the barrier between day and night.”

      “She’s right. Twelve is a very significant number,” Cade agreed. “There are twelve hours in a day and a night. Twelve months of the years. Twelve zodiac signs. The units of time, like seconds and minutes can be evenly divisible by twelve. Even other religions use twelve to mark significant events.”

      “Okay, so how does that help us?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure.”

      I took out the pocket watch again and studied it. Narrowing my eyes, I squinted at the tiny numbers around the face and discovered something I hadn’t noticed before. “Are those symbols just behind the numbers? Like, are they burnt into the metal?” Lifting it, I held it before Cade’s eyes.

      His brow furrowed as he took the watch from me, squinting too. “It does look like that. But I never put them there when I crafted the watch for you.”

      “Did Hephaistos help you? Maybe he did it.”

      Considering it, he appreciatively turned it in his hand. “He did supply me with most of the parts.”

      “He must have then.” I shook my head, still eyeing the watch. “I wonder why I never noticed.”

      “It’s not easy to spot. I didn’t either, and I worked with it for days while I put it together.”

      Once he gave it back, I opened the back to look at the gears and the mechanisms that turned the second and minute hands. “Do you think that’s what Tinker did? Somehow moving the hands to point to a special combination of symbols, and that brought us here?”

      “Maybe.” Taking the watch with renewed curiosity, he inspected the symbols. “What combo do you think would get us back?”

      My attention shifted back to the markings on the sundial, several combinations ticking through my brain. Maybe the cornucopia for Demeter, the Goddess of the Earth, the Hearth and Home. Definitely not the helm representing Hades. Possibly Apollo and Artemis, the sun and moon?

      Before I could make some kind of guess, Tinker snatched the watch from Cade. “Let me see.”

      Horrified, both Cade and I reached for the robot before he could do more damage. Our hands touched him at the same time, and instantly, a whooshing feeling gripped my stomach. He’d opened the portal again, and we were sucked through it swiftly. To where, however, I couldn’t even predict.

      After a few seconds in darkness—at least I thought it was only a few seconds—we landed, for lack of a better word, in an empty alleyway.

      Trying to get my bearings, I glanced all around us. We stood between two buildings made of stone with old looking walls. The ground beneath us was also stone and I could hear lively music coming from both openings of the lane. It was definitely not morning or afternoon, but evening. The sun was quickly setting.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “I have no idea. Somewhere in Europe, judging by the architecture of the buildings, definitely not the Americas.”

      Definitely not home, either.

      “What time period, do you think?”

      Puzzled, he shook his head. “Hard to say from this back street. The music definitely reminds me of an older time.”

      “Okay, let’s go out quickly and quietly. Tinker, you stay behind us.” I started down the alley to our right, and the closer we got to the opening, the louder the music became. A cacophony of voices danced in the air, some even cheering and laughing. It sounded like a party, maybe a celebration of some sort.

      When we got to the end of the alley, I peered out of it, finding a massive and buoyant crowd of people. They walked along the street in colorful costumes and masks, a rainbow of flower petals crushed underfoot.

      From where I stood, the origin of the music was clearly visible. A band with drums, a violin, and wind instruments was set up on a stage at the edge of a vast city square. Beyond that, dancers in wild, elaborate costumes filled the space, along with street artists performing juggling and magic tricks.

      “It looks like a carnival.”

      Cade joined me at the mouth of the alley. “We’re definitely in the twenty-first century.” He pointed to a group of girls taking pictures and selfies with their cell phones.

      My attention honed in on them, and I heard French dialog swiftly spoken. “We’re in France.” Lifting my nose to the air, the briny tang of the ocean drifted into my nostrils. “On the coast,” I assured, glancing at Cade over my shoulder. “Could we be in our time period, just in a different country?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “We should find out.”

      With a firm nod, we stepped out into the square, and I stopped the first person that went by me—a large woman in a rainbow-colored dress and a lot of pink feathers in her hair. “Excusez moi?”

      “Oui?”

      “Quel jour est-il?”

      She frowned, but answered nonetheless. “C’est le dix-sept fevrier.”

      “Quelle annee?”

      She snorted and looked around, as if expecting a camera man to pop out and say surprise. “Deus mille dix-huit.”

      “Merci.”

      Grabbing Cade’s arm, I pulled him away from the lady—out of ear shot. Tinker rolled along behind us. “It’s 2018.”

      “Damn it.”

      I looked around again at the frivolity and the spectacle. “Why are we here?”

      “Who knows? Maybe it was just an accident.” His glare fixated on Tinker, who had the presence of mind to shrink into himself.

      “I did not do anything,” Tinker defended. “Nicole was the one who moved the hands on the clock.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t about to admit it. “Maybe it’s just random. Why does there have to be a reason?”

      “I don’t know, but the thought of this all being random kind of makes my stomach sick. Because if it’s all random, there is less of a chance of ever getting back to the academy. It will always be the luck of the draw, or in this case, the turn of a gear.”

      As we continued to walk through the square, unsure of where we were going, a darkness spread across the cobblestone. I looked up, toward the pier just beyond a few buildings ahead, and noticed thick, dark storm clouds rolling in from the water. The little hairs on the back of my neck rose. It didn’t look like a normal storm.

      A couple of screams broke through the music, along with a multitude of voices. Everyone around us froze in their spot when another set of shouts echoed from the pier. Cade, Tinker, and I ran toward the noise. Just as we neared the boardwalk overlooking the water, waves crashed over the embankment, soaking the unlucky observers.

      A few people pointed toward the turbulent water, exclaiming something in French. I didn’t understand the words but heard the fear in them.

      I followed their line of sight, and nearly swallowed my tongue.

      A monstrous form, as high as twenty feet, with horns and scales chopped through a wave almost as large. They headed straight toward the shore, and the people lined up along it, gawking.
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      NICOLE

      “What is that?” I had to shout over the sound of the crashing water onto the pier. Salty droplets speckled my skin, reaching all the way to where we were standing.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the Titan, Oceanus.” There was horror in Cade’s voice.

      Another huge wave surged over the boardwalk, swallowing up a few people who’d been watching what was going on in horror. It pulled them into its greedy, dripping mouth, and then they were just gone, lost to the moving wall of water.

      “We need to help those people!” My legs started to run toward the water, but Cade snatched my arm and pulled me back.

      Before I could yell at him about it, he pointed to the sky.

      “This isn’t our fight, but theirs.”

      When I gazed in the direction of his finger, I found two people flying toward the monstrous water beast. They both had black wings, but one of them had blue hair.

      “Holy shit, that’s Melany!” I watched in awe as she dove into the sea and rescued a man from crushing death, scooping him into her arms like he weighed nothing at all. “And who’s that with her?” I squinted to get a better look at her companion, who was clad in black and carried a black sword. “Is that Hades?”

      Cade nodded. “They were a couple.”

      I gaped at him. Melany? And Hades? Together? How cool, and kind of hot. “Really? That’s so wicked.”

      “Is it though? I never understood why she fell for him. He seems like a bit of a dick.”

      “Are you kidding me? The God is smoking hot, and so bloody cool.”

      I cast him a sidelong glance, still keeping an eye on the enormous battle. It didn’t feel right to just stand there, doing nothing while people were dying, but I knew that Cade was right. This wasn’t our battle. We weren’t even supposed to be there. “You are not jealous of him, are you?”

      An irritated huff left him. “No, of course not.”

      Honestly, I could understand why. I mean, as I watched Melany and Hades battle the Titan with their dark swords, their movements so in sync that it was clear to anyone with eyes that they knew each other intimately, I was a bit jealous. They were both so fierce. I would never be like that. I wasn’t a fighter, at least not like them.

      “Should we help them battle Oceanus?” I asked, bouncing on my toes. Every cell in my body screamed that it was wrong to just remain there, watching like it was just a movie.

      Cade’s head shook vehemently. “No. We can’t interfere. This already happened. They already won. If we interfere that might change, and then we could inadvertently alter the entire course of history.”

      “Then why are we here?” If we weren’t supposed to help, then I was anxious to move on to wherever we were meant to be.

      “Well, that answer would rely on the assumption that we aren’t here randomly,” he replied in a matter-of-fact manner, then shrugged as an afterthought. “I don’t know.

      In the ocean, the Titan opened its muzzle, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth, and roared. The unnerving sight of the water as a living creature sent a shiver down my back. Both Melany and Hades charged at the beast undaunted, though, Melany issuing a bloodcurdling war cry. Hades swung his sword, and the blade struck the Titan’s dripping bicep.

      His renewed roar surprised me, but this time it sounded like it was in pain. Assuming a creature made of water could feel pain. I didn’t know how they were able to hurt the Titan when it seemed impregnable. However, something must’ve worked, because there was a shift in the air, and suddenly, it looked like Melany and Hades were winning the battle.

      After a few more swoops toward Oceanus while swinging their swords, it appeared Melany cut off a part of the creature, the slice of her blade removing something gold. Instantly, the Titan stopped advancing on the pier.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that Hades had a heated conversation with the Titan, making the beast turn and recede back into the depths of the sea.

      Within moments, the tsunami-like storm ended, and the surface of the ocean became creepily still. With Oceanus gone, Melany and Hades flew toward the boardwalk. Melany’s free hand shoved blue strands back, out of her sweaty face, the other still held her sword.

      Cheers and cries of relief erupted from several people who had stayed behind, watching the battle instead of running away like they should have—considering there had been a giant monster trying to kill everyone.

      Chances were half of them had stayed to record it on their cell phones, because Gods knew that getting that viral video was worth risking their lives. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Humans could be so stupid. Myself included.

      When Cade grabbed my arm, we retreated into the shadows, into the crowd so we wouldn’t be seen. As we moved back, my gaze scanned the throng of people still milling about, their curiosity getting the best of them. There had to be a reason we were there, I was sure of it. I refused to believe this was all random. More importantly, I didn’t want it to be.

      Like Cade had mentioned, the thought that we could quite possibly not get back to the academy in our own time, made my stomach roil. It made me think of the old Star Trek episodes I would watch with Claudia once in a while. Those characters were lost in space, but Cade, Tinker, and I were lost in time, and it was an incredibly unnerving sensation. Especially, since I didn’t know what that would mean to our future.

      If we didn’t return, did that mean I wouldn’t see him when I—or at least me in the past—finally figured out where I was from, and returned to the academy? I mean, three years ago, I would’ve been in London, living on the street, trying to survive. Though I would’ve met Pinky by now, I think. It was insane to realize there was another me existing right now in another part of the world.

      It was all very confusing, so I shook my head, trying to clear it.

      My gaze caught two other people trying to fade into the background and shadows, away from prying eyes—like we had. Those two, however, were very much impossible to ignore.

      The woman had long, blond hair, perfectly coiled to the side. Her features were sharp and angular, like a high fashion model. She wore a gold gown that dragged on the ground behind her, and though I knew it was a festival and everyone was dressed in costume, something told me that was her usual attire.

      The man who accompanied her was ripped; he looked like a military general, ready to fly into battle at any moment. His arm wrapped around her waist in a very protective manner, and I sensed that guy would kill for her. Maybe he already had.

      “I’m pretty sure I just spotted a couple of Gods hanging around in the shadows, and watching the whole thing.” Pulling on Cade’s arm, I gestured to where I’d just seen the couple.

      “Who?”

      For a second, I hesitated, unsure, cursing my mottled memory.

      “From what I read in the research I did before coming back to the academy, I’d have to go with Aphrodite, and Ares?” I answered. “Do you remember if they were here during this battle?”

      Slowly, he shook his head. “Not sure. Melany only gave a quick account of the event, from what Hephaistos told me. But it wouldn’t have surprised me. That was Aphrodite’s golden rope that Melany cut off Oceanus. She and Ares were the ones releasing the Titans from Tartarus and using them to create chaos.”

      That baffled me. Nowhere in the news reports over the last years had there been a mention of that. Though, I guess I hadn’t paid that much attention, because I’d been concerned with surviving. “Were they responsible for the fire in that forest too? I remember seeing it on TV. That’s where I first saw evidence that you all existed.”

      “Yup, they released a chimera into the forest. If it hadn’t been for Melany, Lucian, and the others, a lot of people would’ve died.” Cade frowned disapprovingly.

      “Wow. What a couple of dicks.”

      Cade snort-laughed. “Yeah, that’s putting it mildly.”

      “Maybe they are why we’re here.”

      He looked at me thoughtfully. “I don’t know, Nic.”

      “We should at least attempt to figure that out,” I insisted, bouncing on my toes.

      “What do you suggest? We can’t just go over there and ask what they are doing here, and what it has to do with the Corpse King. They’re gone in our time. They wouldn’t even know that the Corpse King exists.”

      “We could just eavesdrop like regular people.” I arched an eyebrow as I cast him a sidelong glance.

      “I’m pretty sure they’d see us. And they’d recognize us. I know you don’t remember, but we were both students of theirs.”

      Damn it, I didn’t want to admit defeat. This had to be the reason; I needed it to be. Sighing, I tried to think of what to do, but my brain was tired. I took a step back and ran right into Tinker, he’d been parked right behind me.

      A soft bleep left him. “I am sorry, Nicole.”

      “It’s okay, Tink. It was my fault. I should’ve checked to see where I was stepping.”

      “No, I am sorry. I’ve recorded ten different occasions that I have been right behind you, and you’ve bumped into me. I should know better.” He bleeped.

      My eyes narrowed at him. “You record things?”

      “Yes, I record everything. You installed a recorder in my operating system.”

      “Have you recorded conversations we’ve had in the past?”

      He was silent for a moment. Then he seemed to shrink into his little metal shell. My little robot with all the feelings.

      I patted him on the head. “It’s okay if you have.”

      “I am sorry I didn’t tell you.” He was sad.

      “It’s all right. You can make it up to me right now.”

      Cade shook his head, already anticipating what I was going to say. “How the heck is Tinker going to be able to sneak up on a couple of Gods? They’ll recognize him from the academy too, for sure. It’s not like there are regular people walking around with a robot that can communicate.”

      “He doesn’t need to get close. He can record from a long distance, I assume.” I glanced down at Tinker. “Right?”

      His little dome head bobbed up and down swiftly.

      “We just need to get him close enough.” Grabbing Cade’s hand, I tugged him forward. “C’mon. Before they fly away.”

      We rushed down the boardwalk to the place where I’d first seen them. I quickly spun around, searching the surrounding area for any sign of where they went. Then I spotted the back of something golden, it glinted in the moonlight, so I pointed.

      “There. They went that way.”

      “Okay, let’s follow them discreetly. If we’re seen, I don’t know what they’ll do. Neither of them are—er, I mean, were—very friendly. You won’t remember this, but Ares knocked me out of the air during a training exercise. When I landed, I broke my ankle.”

      A flare of anger instantly bloomed inside me. “What a bloody wanker!”

      Cade chuckled. “That’s exactly what you called him that day.”

      Laughter escaped me too. “Good. I’m glad I did that.”

      We moved across the cobblestone road and around one of the old buildings nearby. Aphrodite and Ares were huddled together in front of a café that was closed for the night.

      My back pressed against the wall of the building, keeping me in the shadows with Cade and Tinker. I gestured to the cluster of bushes that sat near us, right beside a public trash can. “That’s a perfect spot for Tinker,” I whispered. “But how do we get him there without being seen?”

      “I got it.” Cade’s hands began to rotate and the shadows surrounding us seemed to undulate in response to him. “We learned how to manipulate darkness and shadows. I’m not great at it, but it should be enough to cloak Tinker so he can roll over to the bushes.”

      After a few more twists of his hands, Tinker was obscured in a black haze. I could barely see him through it.

      “That’s super cool,” I admitted, shoving my hand into the thick shadows over Tinker’s head. It was cold on my skin, like putting your hand into a freezer for a second.

      “You okay, Tink?” Cade asked our robot.

      Thankfully, he didn’t make a noise, but just nodded his dome.

      “So, you know what to do, right?”

      Without answering, he rolled out from around the building, slowly inching toward the perfect hiding spot. It was odd watching the small cloud of darkness slowly drifting down the street, like rolling black fog. To the untrained eye, he wouldn’t be noticeable at all, but I was hoping that the Gods were so wrapped up in whatever they were discussing, that they wouldn’t notice him either.

      I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until Tinker reached the spot beside the trash can, and I let out a long relieved huff of air. Now, we just had to wait and hope that he was able to record some useful information. It was a long shot, but I refused to just give up.

      In silence, we watched intently as Aphrodite and Ares talked. It was definitely a serious conversation as Ares gestured a lot with his hands, and Aphrodite looked perpetually pissed off. Her head suddenly turned, and she looked right toward us.

      In a panic, and without thinking, I pushed Cade against the wall and kissed him.

      It was as if fireworks went off in my body, and I swore to the Gods that an actual an electrical current sparked from my lips to his.

      Eyes wide, I pulled back, panting for breath. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t know what to do. She was looking over here and, I thought—"

      Cade’s hands cupped my face, and he kissed me back.
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      NICOLE

      My heart slammed hard against my ribs as we continued to kiss. Our bodies pressed together tightly, so close that it felt like the heat we generated had melted us into one.

      Cade’s back was still against the stone wall of the building, letting me take control, which I was sure was on purpose. I was equally sure that Cade could feel my heart race against his chest. My pulse quickened until my blood was thundering through my veins, and I felt dizzy from the sensations that were overwhelming me.

      I didn’t know how long we were like that, pressed together against the dusty brick wall, a few minutes maybe, a lifetime. Time seemed irrelevant now, like it had swallowed us whole, but Tinker’s soft bleeps from beside us finally broke us apart.

      Breathing hard, I scrubbed my hands over my face, and stumbled back a little to get some space. My lungs eagerly sucked in much-needed air, but I resented it because it was fresh and clean, and it didn’t contain the heady scent of Cade.

      Startled, my attention shifted down to Tinker, then over to where Aphrodite and Ares had been. They were gone. Long gone. Obviously long enough for Tinker to roll back across the street toward us.

      I risked a glance at Cade, and saw he too was breathing hard as he rested against the wall. His gaze met mine, showing the conflicted emotions swirling in his eyes. Although, I imagined our emotions were slightly different, but still centered around the same conflict. Iris.

      The reminder pulled at me, trying to suck me down from the high I still felt from having Cade’s body pressed against my own.

      “I did not mean to interrupt your lip meeting,” Tinker offered after a few seconds of awkwardness. “I returned to your location after Aphrodite and Ares flew off, just as you instructed.”

      His comment about what kind of meeting we had made me giggle, and I let it out freely. Bending over, I laughed harder, bracing my hands on my knees as I snorted with laughter. It was a hilarious way to describe what had just happened between Cade and me, especially when the quaint phrase was uttered in Tinker’s oh so polite, ever so apologetic little robotic voice.

      After another few seconds, Cade also started to laugh. The sweet sound gave me relief, even as I wiped my eyes, which were running because I’d laughed so hard.

      Cade was too serious sometimes. A lot of the time, and I didn’t want this unexpected event, no matter how mind-blowing and earth-shattering it had been, to ruin the friendship we were starting to build again—against all the odds that had been stacked up against us.

      “Let’s hear what you recorded, Tink,” I instructed, catching my breath and standing up straight.

      Turning in Tinker’s direction, I listened carefully as he played back what he’d captured. There were some beeps and whirrs coming from inside his metal body, then two clear voices flared through the little speakers that sat a few inches below his eyes, acting as his mouth.

      “That insolent girl is proving to be more of a problem than expected,” Aphrodite seethed. Her words were sour, but her voice was sweet. Seductive. Even the recording made me want to reach out and touch her. It was a dangerous weapon.

      “We could just kill her,” Ares offered, his tone so nonchalant it was off-putting to say the least. It was also clear that to him, killing a human was the equivalent of a human stepping on an ant. He probably thought of humans as bugs.

      Cade must’ve heard it too, because we shared a look of disgust at how easily the God talked of murdering a young woman in cold blood.

      “And face Hades’s wrath? I think not.” Aphrodite huffed.

      “He’s not that powerful.” Finally, a hint of emotion tainted Ares’ voice, and the emotion was rage.

      Aphrodite laughed, the sound throaty and mocking. “But he is, my love. He is more powerful than Poseidon, and almost as much as Zeus. We would not win against him.”

      “What do we do about her, then?” Ares was impatient, eager to sweep this pesky girl, whoever she was, out of his way.

      “Be patient, and wait for a moment where her demise can be advantageous to us. We will find a way to make it look like an accident.” A pause. “What we’ve come to, when we have to find ways to hide killing a human.”

      There was a long pause. “Look at that. Young love.” She huffed derisively. “How revolting.”

      That must’ve been when Aphrodite turned her head and saw us. My gaze met Cade’s and we both flushed, each of us knowing exactly what it was she had seen.

      “I should’ve known she was going to be trouble from the first day of training,” Ares sneered, grumpy. “I would’ve orchestrated an accident right there and then, before she gained her powers. Before Hades claimed her.”

      “Yes, well, neither of us can control time. Only Cronus has that power.” The sound of shuffling followed, obviously they were moving about, then I heard the powerful whoosh of wings. The recording stopped after that, and Tinker tilted his head up toward us, hopeful.

      “Well, that didn’t tell us anything.” Cade sighed heavily, raking a hand through his thick hair as he pushed away from the stone wall. “Especially not how to get back to the academy.”

      Considering it, I frowned. I wasn’t so sure. They did mention time, and Cronus. How it was connected to our situation and the Corpse King, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to discount it. Not yet anyway. Not when something in my gut told me that what we’d heard was important.

      “And here I thought she was supposed to be the Goddess of Love.” I snorted, remembering the sweetness in her voice. It had affected me, but it had also seemed hollow. Saccharine. Like a packet of Splenda instead of real sugar.

      “She’s more like the Goddess of all the emotions that love can evoke, like jealousy and contempt.” Cade’s voice was slightly bitter, and I eyed him curiously.

      “You don’t sound like you have a high opinion of love, Cade.” I meant for the comment to be flippant, unserious, but I couldn’t stop the question in my voice.

      His eyes observed me for a long moment, then he shrugged. “Love is complicated.”

      Oh mate, that’s the understatement of the century.

      “We should get off the streets and find a place to crash,” Cade suggested.

      Briefly, I surveyed the street. It was quiet there, shadowy, away from the main town square, the festival, and all the excitement and horror that a gigantic Titan trying to flood the town had caused. Small cafes and boutique shops peppered the boulevard, all closed for the night, which lent a slightly eerie air to our surroundings.

      Still, there were also a few stone townhouses and apartment blocks. Lights twinkled in some windows while others appeared pitch black. It wasn’t late, so the dark windows made me think that the homeowners weren’t home. Some were probably out for the festivities that the carnival offered, but others might be just plain gone. Out of town for work maybe, or a holiday. Regardless, it was an opportunity of which we could take advantage.

      Once decided, I gestured to the place closest to us that had dark windows. My gaze narrowed as I sized it. “Doesn’t look like they’re home.”

      Cade looked at me funny for a moment until what I was actually saying hit him. What I was suggesting that we do. “We’re not breaking in.”

      “Why not? We need to find a place to crash, and no one will know. We’ll leave in the morning. It’s not like we’re going to rob them blind or anything.”

      I wasn’t about to admit that I’d done that before as well. It definitely wasn’t something I was proud of, but I wasn’t sure how Cade would react. To be honest, I didn’t want him to think ill of me, especially not when my lips still tingled from his electrifying kiss.

      He rubbed his face. “I don’t know, Nic…”

      “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.” Was good at it, even. Sad but true.

      “You’ve done it before?”

      “Loads of times. I just find a back window that’s open—most people don’t lock the small bathroom windows—I slip in, then come down to the front door and let you inside it. If everything is locked up, we move on to the next one. Believe me, we will find a place with an open window.”

      His hands dragged down his face again, but then he let out a resigned sigh. “Okay, but at the first sign of trouble we run and figure out something else.”

      “Agreed.”

      We didn’t have to walk far before spotting a place I thought was definitely vacant. Thankfully, there was a lovely, little walled garden separating it from the neighbors and the main street. The homeowners obviously wanted their privacy, and it was a perfect set up for someone like me to break into it.

      “Can I get a leg up?” I asked Cade.

      Nodding, he linked his fingers so I could settle my foot on them, and lifted me. My hands gripped the top of the stone wall, and I hauled myself over until I was easily able to straddle the wall.

      “Be careful,” he whispered, and I gave him a saucy grin.

      “Of course. I’m like a ninja.” And the funny thing was, I was like a ninja. I could climb walls like Spiderman and leap long distances like the Hulk, maybe not over tall buildings but a girl had to have lofty goals to fend off boredom.

      I jumped down into the small, secluded garden, and eyed the side and back of the townhome to look for a good entry point to try. First, I tested the balcony door, not expecting it to be open and found it locked. Then I tried the back door, for good measure. Also locked. No surprise there.

      My neck craned when I looked up the side, spotting a small window on the third level. It probably belonged to a bathroom with a shitty lock, or no lock at all.

      A trellis was bolted to the wall, there for the ivy that snaked along the wooden structure, so I began to climb it until I could reach the nook in the stone. It made for a great handhold, and I was able to continue using the different notches in the wall, finally reaching the small window.

      Hanging on my left arm, I reached up to the window with my right, and nudged the glass. At first, it didn’t give, so I thought maybe I was going to have to break it, but I kept pushing on it and the pane thankfully swung inward.

      It took a bit of upper body strength, but I managed to pull myself up and shimmy through the opening. Setting my hands on the sink, so I didn’t land with my head on the floor, I finally made it inside the townhouse.

      It was a small thing in the grand scheme of things, but it gave me a lot of satisfaction. I didn’t like relying on other people for my survival. Not even Cade. Especially not him; I didn’t want him to think I was weak. He should know that I was fully capable of taking care of myself and had for the past three years.

      What the academy had given me and cruelly snatched away when I became inconvenient, was not something I needed.

      Thankfully, I’d been right about the window belonging to a bathroom. My eyes traveled around the small room that had a toilet and sink, but that was about it, so I stepped out into a small bedroom.

      Back in the day, it had most likely been the servant’s quarters, but now it was a kid’s bedroom. Judging from the plethora of sequined blue pillows, blue netting over the bed, and the knitted, mermaid tail blanket on the bed, this room belonged to a ten or young girl. The urge to flick on her under the sea nighttime lamp stirred within me, but I tamped it down and left the room.

      Quietly stepping out of the room, I stood on the third-floor landing, straining to hear any sound that meant someone was home. After I counted to thirty in my head, and didn’t hear anything but a ticking of a clock somewhere and an old furnace, I smiled, satisfied. It was safe, so I quickly descended the two levels and went to the front door to unlock it for Cade and Tinker.

      Before I could reach the doorknob, Tinker rolled out from the darkness of the hallway. “Hello, Nicole.”

      I jumped, a little squeak of surprise escaping my lips.

      Cade stepped out next to him. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “How did you get inside?”

      “Tinker insisted on picking the lock.”

      “And you couldn’t stop him?” I gave Cade a scathing look.

      He shrugged. “He wanted to test his skills. Besides, he kind of whined about it.”

      My glare shifted down to the little robot, although he wasn’t who I was pissed off at to be honest. “Why didn’t you tell me you could pick locks?”

      “You were so adamant about finding a window and breaking in that I did not want to disappoint you. You seemed excited about the prospect of it.”

      I really hated that he was right.
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      CADE

      After Nicole had calmed down from being startled by us lurking in the foyer, we wandered into the kitchen to find some food, not inclined to be picky. Both of us were starving, and we also needed to find an outlet to plug Tinker. He needed energy too.

      I dreaded the thought of being stuck in some era long enough where he ran out of battery power. Thankfully, I had installed some solar panels, so if worst came to worst, he could still power himself with the sun.

      Opening the freezer, Nicole immediately found us some frozen dinners that we could heat up in the microwave. They were probably going to taste like cardboard, but it was the best solution. There were no perishables around anyway. Obviously, the family had planned on being away for more than a few days.

      After our dinners were cooked, we took them and sat on the kitchen floor, behind the island. Nicole explained that it was best to keep out of sight even inside. We couldn’t turn on any lights either, so I created a small globe of warm yellow light to keep us company as we ate our dinners. It wouldn’t be seen from the street, even if someone was deliberately looking through the windows.

      “Jumping from full day to night is jarring, and I know that technically we’ve only been awake for no more than eight hours, but I’m still exhausted,” Nicole admitted as she yawned, leaning back against the island.

      “Time traveling is like having permanent jet lag.” At least, I thought so. I wasn’t sure I’d ever experienced it.

      A chuckle left her with the last bite of the chicken pot pie that we both had chosen to eat. “I’m pretty sure I spied some ice cream in the freezer. Do you want to share a tub?”

      “What kind?”

      “Does it matter? It’s ice cream, duh.” Nicole snickered.

      “Yes, it matters,” I countered with a smile. “I draw the line at pralines and pistachio.”

      “Mate, both of those can be enhanced with the right sugary details. I mean, pralines and caramel is quite good, as is pistachio with almonds.”

      “Nope, no nuts in my ice cream.”

      “No buttered pecan or maple walnut either?”

      I shook my head.

      “Not even peanuts? Are you actually telling me you’d say no to a huge scoop of Rocky Road?”

      “Yes, I am actually telling you that.” I couldn’t help but grin at her outraged expression. She was clearly offended on behalf of tree nuts everywhere.

      “I sure am learning a lot about you on this crazy trip.” Her head shook like she was sadly disappointed in me, but I knew she was playing. “What is your favorite flavor, then?”

      “I like the classics. Chocolate and vanilla. I have also enjoyed chocolate chip cookie dough…”

      “Oh, thank the Gods!” Laughter escaped her. “There’s hope for you yet.”

      “But my favorite is probably butterscotch ripple.”

      Her grin widened. “Guess what’s in the freezer?”

      My eyes narrowed even as I smiled. “You’re lying. There’s no way.”

      Scrambling to her feet, Nicole opened the freezer and took out a big tub of butterscotch ripple ice cream. After she grabbed two spoons from the cutlery drawer, she plopped back next to me on the floor. With a wide smile and her eyes twinkling with warmth and humor, she handed me one of the spoons then held hers up, clinking it against mine with a dramatic flourish. “Cheers!”

      It was right then that I realized how much I’d missed Nicole, and why. She was one of the warmest and most loving people I’d ever known. In the past, she’d effortlessly made me laugh and feel good about myself. She still did that. That hadn’t changed about her, even if other things had.

      While we ate the ice cream, we talked about everything but our current situation. It was nice, a break. Like two regular people hanging out and getting to know each other.

      She told me about all the places she liked to hang out in London with her friends, and her enthusiasm made me ache to visit them all with her. I wanted to see them through her eyes. In turn, I told her about growing up in a small town in Canada, which she said sounded like something out of a sitcom.

      “Do you have siblings?” Curiosity captured her voice as she dug her spoon into the ice cream.

      I nodded, feeling a slight pang where my heart thudded in my chest cavity. “A younger sister.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Grace.”

      “Do you miss her? Do you miss your family?”

      Sadness clouded Nicole’s gaze with the mention of family; she had no recollection of hers and I felt bad that I couldn’t help her with that. She had never talked about them since we first met.

      “Yeah, I miss them.”

      “Do you get to see them now that you’ve ‘graduated’ from the academy?”

      “I saw them once. Hephaistos let me go back before I went to work in Olympus.”

      “How did you get there? I mean, that’s a long way to fly.” She snorted.

      “I used the portal to Canada. It’s in the lake at the academy and you come out through the falls in Niagara Falls.”

      “No way! When you got your Shadowbox, where those your instructions, to go through the falls?” When wonder colored her expression, I knew she was picturing the majestic, beautiful, and incredibly powerful tourist attraction.

      I nodded, barely suppressing a shudder. “I hate to jump into them.”

      Her eyes widened and she gaped at me as though she couldn’t imagine hating that. Of course, knowing her, she would have loved the experience of looking down the thundering fall of water and then jumping in to become part of it.

      “What? That’s crazy.” Tsking, she shook her head. “Man, they really do a number on you, don’t they?”

      “What do you mean?” My brows furrowed while I ate another spoonful of dessert.

      “The Gods.” Licking the left over ice cream off her spoon, she got to her feet, and placed it on the counter. “They make you jump through all sorts of hoops. Then punish you if you don’t. They’re cruel.”

      I stood, and leaned against the counter next to her, setting down the now empty tub and my spoon. “Yeah, some of them are. Zeus definitely was. Aphrodite and Ares, too. But Hephaistos, Dionysus, and Demeter… they’re good. Since Prometheus took over the academy, things have been better.”

      “I guess, since I have no way of knowing.” She shrugged.

      The urge to pull her into my arms, soothing her pain and discomfort about the past rushed through me. Instead, I awkwardly patted her on the shoulder—like an idiot. Maybe I should hang out with Hades, learn some of his cool moves since Nicole thought he was sexy. Though, knowing me, what looked epic on him would seem ridiculous if I did it.

      Nicole pulled away then, shrugging off my ham-handed attempt to comfort her, and tossed the now empty ice cream container in the trash. Our garbage was something we would have to deal with when we left. I didn’t think we should leave any proof that we had been there. Other than the pilfered food, of course, which I felt bad about, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “I’m tired. I’m going to go lay down in one of the beds.” She cast me a quick glance, and I knew she was thinking about how we’d both slept last night, close enough to feel the warmth from each other’s skin.

      “It’s probably a good idea that we both get some sleep.” I wanted to feel her warmth next to me again, but I wasn’t sure how to ask, or if I even should.

      Nicole nodded, and after making sure that Tinker was still good, we went up the stairs to the second floor to choose bedrooms. I told her to take the master bedroom with the king-sized bed, but she chose the second bedroom instead, which appeared to belong to a teenage girl—judging by the looks of the band posters on the walls, and the fairy lights strung up over just about everything.

      Saying good night, she went into the room and shut the door. Considering opening it back up and just hugging her close, I set my hand against the door for a moment. Maybe even swallowing my awkwardness long enough to suggest that we should sleep side by side again. For safety’s sake, of course. But I chickened out and crossed the hallway, walking into the other bedroom.

      I didn’t shut the door though.

      Now I lay awake on the king-sized bed, staring at the ornate ceiling in the bedroom where I’d chosen to get some sleep. Honestly, I should’ve been thinking about how to get the watch to work, what we were going to do if we couldn’t get the portal to take us back home, instead I was thinking about the kiss we shared. My lips tingled with the memory… as did other parts of my body.

      Sitting up, my hands scrubbed my face. I should never have let it happen, despite the fact that I’d wanted to kiss her since the day I saw her in the garden. Sure, I’d tried to deny it, but I hadn’t gotten over her. Which was crazy, considering I hadn’t even realized that I had a thing for her to begin with. It took seeing her again to have all the conflicted emotions come flooding back, like the tsunami that Oceanus had created only a few hours ago.

      With a heaved breath, I got off the bed and crept down the hall to the bathroom. Once inside, I ran the cold water and splashed it over my face. I was kidding myself thinking I was going to get any sleep. Not with the feeling of Nicole’s lips still on my mine, her smell ingrained in my nose, and the sensation of her silky hair in my hands. Nope. Those thoughts were not conducive to a restful sleep.

      Going back downstairs, I sat down next to Tinker. He was currently in sleep mode while charging, and I didn’t want to wake him. It felt rude to, so I took out the pocket watch and studied it. It was killing me that I couldn’t figure out how the time portal was opening.

      What were we pushing or turning to make that happen?

      It was most likely a combination of things, but I couldn’t see the possibilities clearly. That was infuriating, considering I’d created the damn thing.

      One thing was for certain though, all three of us had to be touching it. At least, I was pretty sure, yet that was something I wasn’t going to try testing. It was too dangerous. One of us could be left here with absolutely no way to get back. Still, one of the constant variables had to be the connection between all three of us.

      Fueled by intrigue, I opened the glass encasing the clock face, and inspected the symbols etched above the numbers. It was crazy to me that I hadn’t noticed them at all when I put the watch together. That was something I was sure I should have seen while working so closely, and with a magnifying glass no less.

      Unless they weren’t there to begin with, but that meant they had magically appeared in the past few days. Or maybe they had been activated somehow by using the watch. Perhaps Tinker had triggered them when he first messed around with it in the Hall of Learning. If so, that confirmed these glyphs were the key to determining how to open and travel through the time portal.

      Nicole had moved the clock arms to the ones that represented Aphrodite and Ares, and that was who we had encountered. Although we had yet to determine the importance of the information they divulged, I still didn’t like the way they’d so casually discussed murder.

      Examining the symbols, I attempted to decipher a code that would get us back to the academy. Who represented the academy? The lightning bolt for Zeus maybe. He had been the founder of the school along with Prometheus.

      There was no symbol for Prometheus, so maybe Hera? They were, or had been, the power couple of the academy. Except, they weren’t there anymore. Did that mean we would travel to the school, but arrive when they were still alive? I wasn’t sure that would be helpful to us.

      My gaze went to the fire glyph for Hephaistos; maybe his was the code for home. The Forge God was like a father to me since the beginning of my training, although he would be aghast to hear that, and I would never tell him.

      Nicole also had a strong connection to him, even if she didn’t remember it all. He would deny it vehemently, but I was sure he had a soft spot for her. From what I’d heard, Hephaistos had also connected to Melany when she was at the school.

      For being known as such a curmudgeon, he sure had a penchant for the misfits, those who didn’t seem like they belonged. Perhaps that was how he felt as well. As though he didn’t truly belong to the council of the Gods.

      I knew that was how Nicole had felt at the academy. Like she didn’t belong. She’d always compare herself to Iris, who had been her roommate, and I suspected that Iris had also been her bully.

      Nicole never came out and said it, but sometimes I’d notice the way Iris looked at her. It wasn’t always friendly, and if I finally admitted it to myself, I’d also seen some of Iris bulling. Her snide and disparaging remarks about her to others, always within Nicole’s earshot. Unfortunately, I’d ignored it, looking the other way, which made me culpable.

      Thinking back on it, I wish I’d done something then, said something. Then maybe the incident on the obstacle course would never have happened and Nicole wouldn’t have been expelled from the school. Then none of this would have occurred.

      My hand lifted, fingers tracing my lips. Then I wouldn’t have the feel of her on my lips still, and in my hands. When I sucked in a deep breath, the enticing scent that clung to Nicole in the forest returned—roses, apricots, and sweet vanilla.

      As I thought about our kiss again, the scent in my memory shifted, growing an acrid note. Smoke. Was it real or in my head? I got to my feet and moved toward the front foyer. The smell was stronger there. My gaze went up the staircase to the second floor.

      Nicole.
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      NICOLE

      After I shut the door on Cade, I knew I wasn’t going to have a restful sleep. Speaking about the past wasn’t pleasant, especially when it had to do with a past I didn’t remember. It was frustrating and pissed me off.

      The fact that other people had memories about me that I didn’t, made me feel powerless. It was like they knew things about me that even I didn’t know about myself. They did, really, because how could I be my entire self if I couldn’t remember the events that had shaped me?

      I could follow that thought process around in circles, and it was absolutely maddening. I wished Cade could understand how upsetting it was, and how much I hated the Gods for betraying and abandoning me. Deserved or not, it was cruel.

      Maybe Hephaistos and the others didn’t have a hand in it, but they didn’t stop it either. It might have been unfair of me to put that kind of expectation on them, but hey, I figured I had a right to be angry and unforgiving. I mean, I’d been just a dumb, confused kid who didn’t know any better, and they were Gods.

      It made me think of the recording Tinker had gotten, of Aphrodite and Ares. Of Ares’s chillingly empty voice as he discussed killing someone, and the arrogance in Aphrodite’s sickeningly sweet tone.

      They were the Gods, all of them, and I knew that my punishment likely didn’t register much in the grand scheme of their immortal lives, if at all. Still, that didn’t make what they’d done right. If they had so much power, didn’t that mean that they had a responsibility that came with it, a commitment to help those of us who were less powerful?

      Wishing I could turn on all the fairy lights to give me some comfort, I sat on the bed. Their little bits of sparkle would remind me of Pinky. However, I knew I couldn’t turn on any lights, the last thing we needed was to be discovered here. Getting arrested would be the worst possible thing to happen to us. They’d separate us from the watch and we’d never get out of this time and place.

      Plus, what would happen to Tinker? They might take him apart. Find out what made him tick. Study him to gain the knowledge to make more. The thought sent a dread-filled shiver down my back.

      Yawning, I laid back on the mattress, plumping one of the many furry pillows behind my head. So tired, yet not at all sleepy. There was a bit of a chill in the air, so I grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled it over me. It was an old house, so it didn’t surprise me. Actually, I liked it, it reminded me a bit of my flat in London. All damp and creaky.

      I rolled over onto my side and closed my eyes, hoping for sleep to arrive. For a moment, I thought about calling Cade to come and lay down beside me, but to be honest, I wasn’t sure that would’ve been conducive to sleep either. Not when the thought of kissing him against that stone wall sent a ripple of pleasure surging through my body.

      Frankly, I wasn’t actually sure I could control myself if he laid down beside me again. It wasn’t smart, but now that I had tasted him, I knew that I would forever crave to taste him on my tongue once again.

      I pushed that thought down, deep down where things that could never happen lived. It wouldn’t do us any good to have our emotions get the best of us. We needed to focus on how to get out of here.

      Another yawn escaped me, and I rolled onto my back. If I was going to get any rest, then I needed to think about something else—or stop thinking altogether. Maybe trying to puzzle out the past couple of days would help. Unfortunately, thoughts of the Corpse King gripped my mind before I finally drifted to sleep. That turned out to be a huge mistake.

      My surroundings changed, and although I knew it was a dream, I had no control over what happened.

      At first, I was wandering through a mass of gray mist so thick, that I couldn’t see anything in front of me or behind me. It appeared like I was walking on a cloud, although I knew instinctively that there was ground beneath my feet. It felt like a cloud too; the air on my face was cool, wet, and dense, leaving a sheen of chilled moisture on my skin. There had to be water nearby.

      I kept moving, although it sort of felt like I was on a treadmill, going nowhere. After a few more minutes, or what I perceived as minutes, a thunderous noise cut through the air. Startled by it, I jumped as it echoed all around me, bouncing off something solid.

      Extending my hand; my fingers brushed against a hard surface. It felt like rock, firm and cold beneath my touch. My fingers came away wet as well.

      Where was I? In a cave maybe? I sniffed, detecting the scent of humidity, the metallic scent of rock, the must of still air.

      My location soon became apparent as the mist slowly dissipated, revealing a stone tunnel. Thankfully, a source of light shone ahead, and I wasn’t encased in darkness. I was definitely in a cave, and now I realized that the deafening sound that invaded my ears was the crashing of running water. Perhaps a waterfall nearby, hence the dripping water along the rocks.

      When I approached the opening from the tunnel, the darkness gradually lightened. I saw flickering light from torches, and the moving shadows of whomever was in the cave. My heart slammed against my ribcage as I stepped into a cavern and saw the last thing I’d ever thought to see again. The undead, scurrying about mechanically, doing only the Gods knew what.

      A few of them carried shovels. Were they digging inside the cave? Was that even possible? The ground beneath my feet felt solid like rock.

      One of them stopped what they were doing and turned my way. I froze, waiting for it to attack, a reflex. Spinning on my heel, I ran back to the opening of the tunnel but when no blow came, I realized that they couldn’t see me. Remembering this wasn’t real, nothing more than a dream, I turned back to observe what they were doing, invisible in their midst.

      The few with the shovels marched into another section of the cavern, the clanging sound of their blades hitting stone reverberating as they tried to dig into the solid ground. They grunted and groaned, making other inhuman noises that set my teeth on edge, and the hairs on the back of my neck to rise.

      My interest peaked when I heard another sound, but it also made my stomach roil. I knew deep down what it truly meant.

      I followed the sound of hooves clattering on the stony ground, and came around the bend to find the Pegasus tied up to a stake protruding from the floor. Its ears flickered when I neared, and it whinnied as if it recognized me. It was then that I realized, that quite possibly, I wasn’t actually in a dream. Or that I was, but somehow, some way, the dream was real.

      “You!”

      My body spun with the call, to see The Corpse King ambling across the cave toward me, his skeletal finger pointed in accusation. It rattled as he shook it.

      Shit. This wasn’t a dream. This was real.

      “How dare you come here?!” Reaching down to his waist, he drew the huge broad sword strapped there.

      In a panic, I whirled around again but discovered there was no escape. He stood between me and the way out. I was quick, I could run and duck, but I didn’t know if I was don’t-get-hit-by-the-long-sword quick. I’d never had a reason to test that in my banishment, and I wasn’t sure if I should even take the chance. So, my only other option was to fight back, but I didn’t have a weapon.

      Well, I didn’t have a weapon like a sword, a knife, or a gun, but I wasn’t completely helpless.

      Fisting my hands tightly, little sparks of fire shot out from my fingertips. I guessed I did have a weapon, just a really unconventional one that may, or may not, actually work in my favor. Only one way to find out, though.

      Concentrating on bright fire and flickering flames, they swiftly manifested into red-hot tendrils, swirling around my clenched fists. When I opened my hands, two fireballs the size of grapefruits formed in the curve of my palms. Rearing my right arm back, I threw the fireball at the Corpse King as hard as I could, aiming right for his head.

      I was pretty sure I’d surprised him with my sudden attack, because he didn’t think to duck out of the way, and the flaming globe hit him in the side of the face. Flames erupted over what little flesh was left on his skull, and he let out the most blood-curdling scream I’d ever heard.

      Not waiting around to see anymore; I made a dash for the exit that was behind him. As I ran past him, he blindly swatted a hand at me. His fingers caught a chunk of my hair and he yanked me backward, making me land on my ass on the stone floor. I immediately scrambled to my feet to get away.

      “Nicole!”

      It was Cade’s voice. Was he here in the cave too? If he was, I couldn’t see him.

      When I tried to run away again, my head was yanked back. Damn it! I couldn’t let the Corpse King stop me. I had to get out of there. Pulling my hair out of his grasp, I felt a few strands rip out of my scalp. The pain was immediate, and it radiated all over my head and face.

      “Nicole! Wake up!”

      Strong hands gripped my arms and I spun around in a panic, thinking the Corpse King had grabbed me, but he was shrieking and patting at the fire on his face.

      “You started a fire! We have to get out of here!”

      Immediately, my gaze fell to my hands to find the flames whirling around them, like tiny tornadoes. Trying to put them out, I flicked them, but the fire wouldn’t go away.

      Then there was a sharp sting across my cheek…

      I opened my eyes.

      Cade had me by the arms and was ushering me out of the bedroom. Thick black smoke swirled around us, and I couldn’t see much beyond it. It filled my nose and mouth, making me cough. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the bed I’d been sleeping on was engulfed in flames. The blazing force eating the blankets and pillows, turning them into blackened char and ash.

      “Put this over your nose and mouth.” Cade handed me a small tea towel he must’ve gotten from the kitchen. I did as he instructed, then he pushed me out of the room and into the hallway. “Get downstairs and get Tinker! Get out of the house!”

      Before I could ask him what he was going to do, he started to pull and grab the air in front of him. I didn’t know what he was doing until I felt small drops of water on my cheeks. He was extracting water out of the air to douse the flames.

      It seemed to be working a little, some of the flames had stopped crawling up the walls, but there was still a good-sized fire on the bed. Dropping his arms, Cade shook his head anxiously, and then backed out of the room.

      He whirled on me. “I told you to go!”

      “I’m not leaving without you.”

      My hand reached for his, and I pulled him toward the staircase. We both ran down the stairs to find Tinker already waiting for us in the foyer. The faint wail of approaching sirens echoing along the street. Someone had thankfully called the fire department, but that also meant we would have a harder time leaving the house unseen.

      “Can you do the shadow thing around us?” I asked Cade.

      “I’ll try.” His hands swirled around, pulling at the corners of the room. I could see the darkness shimmering, but it didn’t move like it had before. He kept trying until his hands shook with exertion. “It’s not working.”

      “What else can we do?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t fly all of us out of here. Not before this place is crawling with firefighters and the police.”

      Before I could offer any other suggestion, the door swung open and Tinker started to roll out of the house. “I will devise a distraction so you can escape.”

      “No!” We both chased after him, but he was too quick for either of us.

      Tinker rolled down the short walkway and out onto the street. Loud bleeping and blooping noises burst out of him, and he waved his metal arms. “Do not shoot. I am unarmed.”

      It would’ve been comical if the situation wasn’t so dire.

      Except, what he was doing was working. The neighbors who had emerged from their apartments watched Tinker roll around like a chaotic trash can, and it gave us a chance to get out of the house. Cade went first while I followed him, running out onto the street without notice.

      Soon, it seemed like we were nothing but another couple of spectators. We just had to get Tinker to stop doing what he was doing and meet us around the corner. I tried to get his attention, but he was too busy making a dramatic spectacle of himself.

      Suddenly, a fire truck came to a stop in front of the apartment complex, effectively blocking us from reaching Tinker.
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      NICOLE

      “How do we get him out of there?” I shook my head wildly, my hands balling into sweaty fists. “What was he thinking?!”

      “He was thinking about saving us. It’s in his nature.”

      Guilt crumpled up into a ball in my gut, and I swallowed past a sour knot of grief that lodged in my throat. It was my fault we were in this position. Absolutely. I should’ve known that I wasn’t dreaming. A child could tell the difference between reality and a dream. I should’ve known what would happen when I ignited that fire in my hands.

      Like before, I’d lost control. It happened in the cemetery when I’d first encountered the Corpse King, and when I burned Iris in the obstacle course.

      Frantic, I surveyed the area, the firefighters were charging into the house, water and foaming fire-retardant roaring through the serpentine coils of the fire hose. Some of the neighbors were now more focused on that than on Tinker, but I could hear the excited voices of some of them as they realized that he was a moving, talking robot, something that wasn’t necessarily seen yet. At least not out in public.

      We had to act now, before someone with authority got a hold of him and took him away.

      “Give me the watch.” I put out my hand toward Cade, seized by a sudden and wild idea. When he just blinked at me, I gestured impatiently.

      “Why?” His hand covered it through his clothing.

      “Well, for one, it’s mine. And second, I’m going to use it to stop time so we can get Tinker out of here.” I jumped in place, urging him to move faster, to get what I was saying.

      Understanding dawned on his face and he shoved his hand into his pocket, pulling out the watch. He gave it to me. “Like back at the academy on the training field?”

      I nodded, rubbing a thumb over the watch. “I’ll press the button, and we’ll run over, grab Tink, and then get the hell out of here.” Lifting my hand, I prayed it would work. “Get ready. One, two, three…”

      Cade grabbed my arm, just as I pushed the button.

      Everything stopped, so abruptly that it seemed like the whole world had crashed into a giant wall. It felt like there should have been some kind of sound, a roar and a crash, but instead, everything fell instantly silent, utterly still. It was reminiscent of a really dark themed Rockwell painting.

      The water spraying out of the hoses hovered mid spray. The flames of the fire stopped crawling along the walls and roof. I was drawn to that, both intrigued and repulsed by the flames, because fire wasn’t meant to be still, but I had a far more important purpose.

      I took it all in for a split second, before my body caught up with my brain and I made a dash for Tinker, running the fastest I’d ever run in my life. Cade ran with me around the firetruck until we spotted the little robot. His metal arms were frozen in the air—mid-shout.

      Swiftly picking him up, we carried him down the street and around the corner. Once we were safely out of sight, I pressed the button again, and time sputtered forward in motion.

      “—shoot!” Tinker finished, then his dome head swiveled around, clearly puzzled. “Oh. I am safe now.”

      I patted him. “We all are.”

      For a moment there, I thought Cade was going to make a snide remark like “No thanks to you”, or something similar—given the way he was looking at me. I wanted to snap at him, tell him that it was hard to look both horrified and disgusted at the same time, but he was managing it very nicely. That wouldn’t be helpful though, so I swallowed my words.

      He seemed to as well, and just scrubbed his face and sighed. “Let’s find a place where we can have privacy to figure out how to get out of here.”

      I almost suggested breaking into another house, which is what I would have done if I was alone, but after what just happened, I knew Cade wouldn’t be keen. Instead, we found a couple of chairs and an umbrellaed table left out by a tiny café in a narrow back lane.

      It was dark and there was no one around, so it was a good spot for now. We needed to take a moment to regroup.

      When I sat, I noticed that my hands were shaking, so I shoved them under my legs where Cade couldn’t see, and I could get them to stop. “I’m sorry. I, ah… I had a nightmare, and it got out of control.”

      Reaching for me, he dug out one of my hands from under my leg. The touch soothed me more than I cared to admit. “It’s okay. You didn’t do it on purpose. It was an accident.”

      Guilt still swirled around in my stomach, even as I nodded. Gods. I could have killed Cade. Tinker. Myself.

      “What did you dream about?”

      “The Corpse King.” I cringed at first, then sighed. “But I think maybe it wasn’t really a dream, and I actually saw him.”

      “What? Are you sure?” Cade asked, intrigue shining in his eyes.

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but it felt like it. It felt real, like the last time.” As I said it out loud, I became more certain that the dream had in fact, somehow, been real.

      “What did you see? Where was he? Was it, like, in this time, or back in our timeline?”

      “I’m pretty sure it was in our timeline, because I saw the Pegasus chained up in a cave.”

      “A cave?” He frowned.

      “Yeah, I was in a tunnel, pretty sure there was rushing water nearby too. The sound was really loud, and the rocks were wet. Then I came out into a large cavern. I saw a bunch of the undead, ghoul guys using shovels to dig into the rock, but they didn’t see me.”

      “Were they mining?” He frowned again. “Rocks? Coal?”

      I shrugged, suddenly weary. My adrenaline had crashed. “I don’t know. I guess.”

      “And you saw him?”

      “Yeah. And he saw me. Just like the time in the cemetery. He drew his sword to kill me, so I threw a fireball at him. It hit him in the face.”

      “And that’s when you started the fire in the bedroom.”

      Feeling tears gather in the corner of my eyes, I nodded, and cast a sidelong glance at Tinker. My stomach roiled as sour guilt gathered into a tight knot in the pit of it.

      Cade squeezed my hand tighter, lacing our fingers together, and tugged me closer to him. “It’s okay, Nic. Don’t blame yourself for what happened. You were in trouble and reacted the only way you knew how.”

      “I thought you’d be mad at me.”

      He shook his head, giving me a little smile. “I can’t be mad at you, I realize.”

      “Good to know.” I sniffled. Damn it, I hated to cry. I wouldn’t do it. And yet, I didn’t think that Cade would judge me for it if I did.

      A few chuckles escaped him. “I think I may have made a mistake letting you know that.”

      “Nah. I won’t use it against you. I promise.”

      That made him laugh even more.

      “Did you have an inclination of where that cave might be?”

      I shook my head, disappointed in myself. “No. Could be anywhere, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Considering it, he turned to Tinker. “Tink, could you run a search on any open mines in Europe?”

      “I didn’t know he could do that.” It pissed me off a bit that I didn’t know that either, not unlike how I imagined a mother might feel if they discovered a secret about their child.

      “After you were gone, I gave him like a Google type search engine. He’s a walking PC now.” Cade offered me an apologetic glance, having picked up on my irritation.

      A series of soft whirring sounds left Tinker, then he let out an excited bleep. “There are two hundred and sixty-three working mines in Europe.”

      Cade sighed heavily. “That’s a lot of mines to search.”

      “Yeah. Besides that, we have no way of searching for them, not right now anyway.” I tapped a finger on Tinker’s head. “What else can you search for? Do you have a browser history?” I laughed, curious about this new thing I didn’t know about him.

      “Yes, past searches…”

      Cade looked really uncomfortable as he pulled back from me, dropping my hand. Oh Gods, I kind of didn’t want to hear about any embarrassing things Cade had searched for in the past. That shit was definitely private.

      “We don’t need to hear that, Tinker.”

      “Nicole Walker, fifty-five times in the past three years.”

      Well, that was a big surprise. I gaped at him. “You Googled me?”

      He shrugged but wouldn’t meet my gaze. “It’s not a big deal really. I was just curious whether you’d pop up somewhere, then I would know you were okay.”

      “Cade,” my voice became thick with emotion, “that really is a big deal. You have no idea how that makes me feel, knowing someone was looking for me even when I didn’t know who I was.”

      He swallowed. “I wish I could’ve done more. I should’ve done more…”

      Before I could let my thoughts talk me out of it with some bullshit rationale, I leaned forward, cupped his face, and kissed him.

      When I pulled back, Cade’s eyes were wide, staring at me like a deer caught in the headlights of a Mack truck. “Nic, I…”

      “Awwww. I’m so happy for you two!” Tinker blinked his big metal eyes at us, then reached over and set his metal claw hand on Cade’s arm…

      We were suddenly shooting through a blinding white vortex. A kaleidoscope of colors whizzed by us. If I squinted really hard, I could almost make out images of people and places that then blurred into another, then into another, and another. My stomach roiled from the jittering motion.

      It all came to an abrupt, jerky stop, and we tumbled onto the ground in a jumbled heap.

      I pushed off the floor, which was white stone, and looked around us. We were on a very narrow walkway, shaded from the sun, and between several houses made from the same white stone too. Red shale covered all the roofs. Cade got up too, glancing around as well.

      “Do you recognize where we are?” I asked.

      He peered into one of the open windows of the house next to us. A window without glass. “I’d say we are definitely not in the twenty-first century.”

      The sound of voices neared us, so grabbing Cade and Tinker, we tried to make ourselves small in the shadows of the lane. Two women walked by, chatting amicably. They both wore colored togas and leather sandals, their dark hair piled on top of their heads in complicated twists and braids.

      “Shit,” I whisper-hissed. “Looks like we’re back to ancient times.”

      “Definitely after the Gods’ War though.” He pointed to a spot between houses, and I could see a large white building, with columns and big steps. Out front was a huge statue that looked like Zeus in all his mighty glory. “We must be in one of the Greek city-states.”

      “Do you know which one?”

      He shook his head. “Hard to say from here. There were quite a few that had temples for Zeus. Some states had temples for many of the twelve.”

      “How did we even get here? None of us had the watch.”

      Cade’s hands rubbed his face. “Maybe it’s Tinker.”

      We both looked down at the little robot, but he blinked up at us innocently. “I do not think I have opened a time portal. It is not in my programming.”

      Perplexed, I surveyed the area, taking in all the historical implications of our destination. “Why are we here? There has to be a reason?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to change into something else so we’re not noticed. I don’t suspect the guards here would be very understanding.”

      “You could just pull out your wings and flap them a few times, then they’d fall to their knees thinking you were a God.”

      He shook his head. “No one’s going to think I’m a God.”

      It killed me to see how self-deprecating Cade was. He had no idea just how cool he was. Even among all the others at the academy, Cade stood out. He was like a God in my mind.

      After we found a couple of togas drying out on a laundry line, and changed into them, we stashed our clothes and shoes in a safe place, as well as Tinker. I felt bad for leaving him, but there was no way he could move around unnoticed.

      Cade and I went out into the main square to figure out where we were, and why we’d ended up here, but I found it hard to blend in with the populace. Even though I’d put my hair up in some sorry excuse for a bun, I looked out of place. It was probably my extremely pale complexion. Cade, on the other hand, looked the part of a wealthy Greek man. Almost every single woman, old or young, turned their head as he walked by us.

      I was about to point it out as we neared the pantheon, but a tall man with abundant, curly brown hair, and a short beard stepped out of it, standing on the top step to address the growing crowd. He wore a lot of gold, and a crown gleamed on his head.

      “Welcome, my people. Today is a glorious day. We are to be blessed by the Gods.”

      As if to punctuate the statement, a bolt of lightning zipped down from the sky and struck the top step of the pantheon—near where the man stood. A crack of thunder followed, and from the white smoke of the strike, emerged the God of Lightning himself—Zeus.

      The crowd gasped at the site of him. I did too, to be honest. He was even more impressive and formidable standing at the entrance of his temple, than he’d been riding on the Pegasus into battle on the beach.

      Instantly, the people dropped to their knees in deference to the God. Cade did as well, pulling me down with him. When in Greece, and all that, I guessed.

      “Welcome, Zeus,” the man declared with his arms open toward the God.

      The look on Zeus’s face told me he wasn’t all that happy the man hadn’t bowed like everyone else.

      They clasped arms. “I look forward to the feast, King Lycaon.”

      “As do I.” The man smiled, and it was then that I realized that Lycaon was in fact, the Corpse King.
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      NICOLE

      Holy smokes.

      “King Lycaon is the Corpse King,” I murmured to Cade out of the side of my mouth. My entire body had gone rigid. I kept expecting the king to whirl, shake a bony finger in my direction, and then try to extinguish my very existence. It was kind of his MO.

      Brow furrowed, Cade turned toward me. “Are you sure?”

      I cast him a look as I nodded. “Of course I’m sure! I’d recognize that cruel smile anywhere, even with healthy flesh covering his deformed skull. Besides, he’s wearing the same crown.”

      And furthermore… I just knew. Knew it in my bones. Still, I didn’t understand what my connection to the Corpse King was, but I knew that it existed, a long silken thread binding us together.

      I would bet my life on it, and I was a little bit afraid that I’d wind up having to do just that.

      Tall, broad, and regal, Zeus held out his hands toward the crowd. It was an invitation to stand, so we all did, pulled to our feet like puppets on a string—which I supposed we were, because Zeus was a God.

      “Come.” Lycaon gestured to his people, trying but not quite managing to emulate the charisma of the God beside him. “Bring your offerings to the temple, and we shall all feast together.” Turning, he together with Zeus, walked into the temple. His steps were lazy, calculated, designed to show off his statue and power.

      Some of the people in the crowd hurried forward, carrying baskets of plump figs, bright red mangoes, and papayas so ripe that their skin had split open, leaking out the sweet, sticky juice from inside and revealing the dark, pearl-like seeds. Others carried trays heavy with baked goods—large loaves of fresh bread, flaky pastries, while the rest caried sweets, glinting with the sweet golden ooze of honey.

      The smells made my stomach clench with hunger, until a man walked by with a bleating goat on a rope. I winced, hunger evaporating at the thought of what was going to happen to that poor goat.

      “We are going to need something to offer if we hope to get into that temple,” I whispered as more people brushed past us to go inside it. They were salmon swimming upstream, and we were merely rocks in their way.

      “I don’t know what. It’s not like we can just run out to the orchard and pick some fruit. And we definitely don’t have any farm animals to sacrifice.”

      “What about Tinker?” I asked, suddenly inspired. I thought about the little robot hiding in one of the back streets.

      Cade frowned at me, unimpressed. “What about him?”

      “Is there some way we could use him to get entrance? We could say we are great metalsmiths from, I don’t know, Athens or some shit, and show them how Tinker can serve people like he did for Dionysus?”

      “I don’t know, Nic. That would be playing fast and loose with history and science here.” He exhaled loudly as he considered it. “That would inspire some really big changes. We’d be exposing them to a technology that won’t be invented for thousands of years. Also, Tinker would definitely get noticed by Zeus, and then we’d be changing the course of our history. In the future, Zeus would totally recognize us at the academy and Tinker. It would change things. And we don’t have any idea what that would mean for the events that have already taken place. Like your expulsion, or Melany and Hades’s uprising. Zeus’s demise. Our presence could alter all that.”

      “Well, aren’t you a buzz kill.” I huffed, but he was right. Of course he was right, and I could see it, but I still didn’t have to like it.

      He shrugged. “Sorry. You can imagine how popular I was in high school.”

      That made me giggle, even as I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to say that you probably had NO IDEA how popular you were. I imagine all the girls were mad in love with you.”

      He didn’t answer, instead turning his head to search the crowd, but I caught the slight tilting of his lips. Maybe he did know.

      I could just picture him, the tortured soul flitting around the edges of the crowds at a human high school, drawing girls toward him with the charisma that was in his very blood. Cheeky, mate.

      The thought made me wonder who I had been, or if I’d ever even gone to high school at all. Shaking it off, I followed Cade’s lead, glancing along the throng of people amassing around us. They were everywhere.

      There had to be a way in for us, a way to blend in with the teeming crowd. This event was why we were here. I knew it deep in my bones. We had to witness it, and then maybe we would know the Corpse King’s motives. Because he had some deep-rooted ones, that was for sure.

      On the edge of the square, I spotted a trio of people, two men and one woman, who were performing juggling tricks. One of the men lit the ends of a stick on fire, and twirled it around to the amazement of the onlookers. Ha! That was child’s play compared to what Cade and I could do with fire.

      I nudged him in the side and gestured toward the trio, feeling my fingers spark as I thought about what we could do. “We get in with them.”

      “As street performers?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I mean, we could swallow fire and they’d think it was a trick.”

      His fingers rubbed along his jaw as he did some thinking. It was a cute tick of his, but now probably wasn’t the best time to think about it. “What if we’re seen by Zeus? We can’t draw a lot of attention to ourselves, Nic.”

      “We’ll disguise ourselves and blend in with the rest of them.” The woman wore a scarf over her hair, so I could find one as well to drape over me and hide my face. “Once we’re inside, we can find a hiding spot to watch the proceedings.”

      After another minute, he finally nodded. “Okay, it’s our best bet.”

      We headed back to the lane behind the houses, to find scarfs and cloak ourselves, then returned to the square just in time to slide in behind the trio—they were making their way up the steps to the pantheon’s entrance.

      As the performers approached the temple guard, who was granting people entrance, they each did a trick. The woman juggled three apples, while the two men handled the fire sticks. With no emotion, the guard nodded to them, and they were allowed to enter the temple. I wondered if they would have been granted entrance with just their small offerings, if they hadn’t been able to do a trick along with them.

      Quickly, Cade and I pushed in with the trio, but the guard stopped us with a drop of his spear, glowering at us.

      “We’re with them,” Cade explained.

      His brow furrowed as he scrutinized us.

      Tricks. They liked tricks. Smiling sweetly, I raised my hands and lit them up with fire, wiggling my fingers. His eyes widened and he flinched back a little. I couldn’t stop the grin that blossomed on my face, though I did manage to hold back my laughter.

      Nodding, he lifted the spear. “Go through.”

      With a sigh of relief, I closed my hands to snuff the flames, as Cade and I crossed the stone piazza, entering the grand temple through one of the wide doorless entrances.

      The crowd of people milled about in the huge space. Some were at the main altar, depositing their offerings, while the others who had already done their duty, began to eat. Their gazes became affixed on the raised dais, where Lycaon and Zeus sat, at a long stone table piled high with the makings of a sumptuous feast—all for them.

      Part of me wondered what they would do with all the offerings. Surely, they had to share, or it would be such a waste. Briefly, I thought of how many times my stomach had clenched with hunger, in the years after I’d been expelled from the academy, and barely managed to swallow past my disgust.

      “We need to get closer to the dais,” I whispered, trying to shake it off and focus. “We have to hear what’s going on.”

      “You said we were going to find a hiding spot,” Cade reminded me.

      I made a face, waving a hand in his direction to dismiss his naysaying. “What’s the fun in that?”

      “Nic…”

      “They’re talking about something. We need to know what it is. It’s the whole reason we are here. To find out about the Corpse King.” I gestured to the table, where Lycaon and Zeus were engaged in an intense conversation, and realized it was starting to look strained.

      King Lycaon seemed oblivious to the danger of inducing Zeus’s wrath, or maybe he enjoyed poking at the God, because he clearly had no plans to stop. The look on Zeus’s face was getting darker and darker by the second, and I felt a foreboding tremor course through me.

      I grabbed Cade’s hand, and pulled him through the crush. I didn’t particularly want to be close to either Lycaon or Zeus while their tempers rose, but I did want to hear what had them arguing. Maybe we could hear something that would help us get home, or find out more about the Corpse King.

      As we got closer, Zeus’s voice rose above the chatter of everybody else. “Where are your sons? You promised me they would be attending this feast.”

      Lycaon sniffed. “I made no such promise.”

      “When you prayed at my temple, you asked for all the power and wealth I could bestow upon you, which I have.” He waved his hands around, indicating the temple and the citizens. “And in exchange you vowed to give me the pick of your fifty sons, to take them and train them in my Gods’ army.” His voice got louder.

      More people stopped what they were doing to watch and listened to what was happening. Near the dais, at other tables, I noticed many young men getting to their feet, so I assumed that those men were Lycaon’s sons.

      “I would never sacrifice any of my sons to you!” The king sprung to his feet, spittle flying out of his mouth.

      As Zeus slowly stood, I could feel the electrical energy in the air begin to spark.

      The little hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rose to attention. I glanced at Cade, finding he had noticed the shift as well. It wasn’t hard to see that something monumental was about to happen. A low buzz of concern rippled through the crowd around us, and a few men and women started to back away from the dais. They were smart to do so.

      Instinctively holding hands, Cade and I also backed away. We only stepped to the side though, so we could still see and hear what was happening. My fingers tingled with anticipation, at the possibility of having to use my fire power to protect Cade and myself from whatever horror was going to be unleashed.

      “Do you dare break your vow to me?!” Zeus’s voice thundered across the temple. The columns holding up the stone roof vibrated ever so slightly.

      “I do. I’ve earned my power and wealth. And no one, not even the great Zeus, can take it from me.” Lycaon raised his hand, and from every corner of the pantheon guards dressed in amor and carrying weapons rushed toward the dais. The men at the front, his sons, also drew swords from scabbards secured to their waists.

      “So be it.” Zeus rubbed his hands together, and the whole temple seemed to tremble.

      Cade and I nearly lost our balance. A woman and her child next to us fell to the floor as the ground shook beneath our feet. I reached out to help them stand.

      “Attack!” Lycaon yelled, his face going red from the effort.

      The guards and his sons all charged toward Zeus, who had yet to move or react. Screams erupted from the crowd, inciting a stampede to get out of the temple, but when they neared the exits, stone pillars tumbled to the ground, effectively blocking their escape.

      Zeus’s hand swept toward the advancing band of armed men, and one by one, they were blown backward by an unseen blast of energy. They landed on their backs, asses, or over each other in a heap. Most of them scrambled to their feet to try again, but never even made it a few feet before they became frozen in the spot.

      Zeus lifted his hands to the sky, and I braced for the inevitable bolts of lightning to zip through the large open skylight in the ceiling and skewer every single one of these men, but that didn’t happen. Instead, every one of Lycaon’s sons, and a few of the guards, dropped to their hands and knees—as if forced down by a giant, invisible hand. I realized a bit later that those guards were also his sons.

      Beginning to panic, Lycaon tried to run down the steps of the dais toward his sons, but he never made it. He, too, became frozen where he stood. Although even if he hadn’t been, I wasn’t sure what he thought he could do.

      “You are a foolish man, Lycaon. And you will pay dearly for that. You will watch as I curse your sons, and there is nothing you can do to stop it. The only thing you can do is understand that YOU caused this. This is your doing, and you will have to live with it for the rest of your miserable life.”

      “No!” Lycaon shouted. “No, I beg you! Please do not hurt my sons. You can take them. You can take them to be in your army.”

      “Oh, I will take them, but it won’t be for my army. It will be for my trophy wall.”

      My stomach roiled as I watched all the men on their hands and knees start to convulse. Their bodies shook, bunched, and twisted into new shapes. It was horrific, but I couldn’t look away from what was happening. One by one, each of Lycaon’s sons broke through their human skin and became wolves.

      Lycaon’s desperate shouts pierced the air as he tried to move down the steps, his body also visibly convulsing, but still couldn’t. He couldn’t look away either.

      I grabbed onto Cade. The look of horror on his face matched how I felt inside. This was worse than anything I could’ve imagined. Especially, when I sensed the horror wasn’t over, and was just beginning.
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      NICOLE

      A great shadow from beyond the domed skylight in the temple ceiling slowly darkened the pantheon, and I looked up to see a huge, winged black horse with crimson red eyes fly overhead. Its inky hair streamed in the wind its wings stirred.

      I knew that horse, had seen it in the stables at the academy—a massive, hugely muscled, arrogant beast. Upon its broad back sat the God of War. With a loud hyah! Ares steered the horse to the opening so he could dismount and land on the ground inside the temple ground. Foreboding surrounded him like a dark cloud.

      As he thundered forward, there was a flash of light right beside him. It wasn’t lightning, but more like a sunbeam explosion that pressed right against the darkness of Ares. From within the bright, glittering white rays, a woman with long blond hair, dressed in an elegant golden dress walked out. She wore a gold chest plate made for war, but it was also ornate and beautifully crafted.

      When we’d seen Aphrodite before, she’d been beautiful in a cruel sort of way, but now? Now she wielded her power with a vengeance, instantly reminding all onlookers that while she might be the Goddess of Love, she was, in fact, still a Goddess.

      A slow and satisfied smile tilted Zeus’s lips with the new arrivals, and the expression made my blood grow cold. “Aphrodite. Ares. Are you ready to go hunting?”

      Ares grinned cruelly, then unslung the bow he had strapped to his back. Aphrodite’s hand lifted, seeming to fashion a bow from the sunshine that radiated all around her. Zeus clapped, and a bolt of lightning manifested in his grip, followed by the deafening boom of thunder.

      My stomach tightened, and I felt sick.

      “They’re going to kill all his sons!” I clutched Cade’s arm, fingers digging into his muscle. “We have to do something.”

      “We can’t, Nicole. We have to let it play out.” His voice was calm, but the muscles of his jaw tensed with the war inside of him, the same one that was inside of me.

      “Run, my sons!” Lycaon shouted, his voice contorted through a muzzle of part human teeth, part elongated fangs—the result of being stopped from completely transforming into a wolf like his sons. He threw his head back, letting loose an ululating sound that froze the blood in my veins.

      The Gods were both beautiful and terrible to behold. Lycaon was just terrible, a creature so unnatural it shouldn’t exist.

      There was an explosion of action and sound as all the wolves let out a howl, mimicking their father, and sprinted for the blocked exits. Chaos erupted inside the temple as everyone ran, unable to get out—wolf and citizen alike. Some of the wolves jumped onto people’s backs, muscles rippling elegantly as they clawed at the human flesh. They had gone wild in the madness, trying to escape. Human screams mixed with the animal whines and growls, and blood quickly stained the white marble floors.

      That was just the start, though, the real horror was yet to come.

      Zeus threw a lightning bolt into the crowd, skewering two wolves in one shot. The smell of burning flesh hit my nose as the bolt of pure heat and light pierced them.

      “Two down, forty-eight to go,” Zeus announced with a bit of a flourish, a cruel smile and wave of his hand directed toward Lycaon.

      “No!” Lycaon shrieked, his voice that of a creature not entirely human. “Please don’t kill them! Please! I will do anything.”

      “You missed your chance to do something.” Zeus nodded, directing our attention to Ares, who knocked an arrow and let it fly. It struck one of the wolves in the flank, but not before it pierced right through an old man’s leg.

      The wolf went down, yet he didn’t die right away. Lycaon’s son writhed and whined in pain on the marble floor, his wildness gone, looking like nothing more than a dog bewildered when his human master abused it.

      Beside him, the old man writhed and screamed, clutching his leg, tears running down his gnarled face and soaking his long white beard.

      “I can’t watch this!” I shook my head, teardrops sliding down my cheeks. “I have to do something.” Gripping Cade’s hand, I begged him. “Help me.”

      He hesitated, because we weren’t supposed to do anything that could affect the past, but finally nodded.

      Together, we ran to one of the blocked exits. There was a crush of people crammed up around the broken columns, trying to move the heavy stones out of the way so they could get out of there. I spotted the woman and little girl I’d helped earlier. They were both huddled on the ground while hugging each other tightly, bloodied and bruised, their clothing in tatters.

      Cade pushed through the masses until he reached one of the stone columns blocking the exit. He put his hands onto the white rock, and I thought he was going to try and push it with his Demigod strength. Instead, he closed his eyes, took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out keeping his hands against the stone.

      I wasn’t sure of what he was trying to do, but after only a couple of minutes, the column started to crack. Those cracks soon turned into wide gaps, until the entire length of the structure broke apart. The stone crumbled to the floor in small chunks, opening the exit as it rained gravel and dust down on the crowd surging against it.

      While people and wolves streamed out of the temple through the opening Cade created with magic, I gathered the woman and her child, helping them get outside. The woman cradled the child against her chest, and I supported them both with an arm around the woman’s shoulders.

      Once we were out, and I escorted them to a spot that seemed safe—at least for the moment—I noticed Tinker at the other blocked exit, trying to smash through the heavy stone with a mallet he must’ve found somewhere. I didn’t know how he’d sensed that we were in trouble, but I was so happy to see him.

      Cade and I rushed over to the little robot and helped remove the broken column from that exit, Cade working his magic again. More people streamed out, screaming, bloody, and wild. A few had scratches on their bodies from the wolves who had tried to run over them in their franticness to get away.

      I knew we hadn’t saved them, not by a long shot, but at least we’d given them a fighting chance. Maybe one or two would survive, along with the people. I refused to believe that it was all for nothing. Although, that notion quickly left me as the roof of the temple blew open and Zeus, Ares, and Aphrodite flew out, landing on the top front steps as easily as if they’d stepped from a stone onto the grass.

      Knocking a golden arrow in her bow, Aphrodite let it fly. The arrowhead found its mark in the head of a wolf sprinting across the main square, trying to go toward one of the small neighborhoods. Her tinkling laughter rang in the air.

      “We haven’t had a good hunt in ages.” The Goddess sighed happily, as though reminiscing about the good old days. “This is going to be fun.”

      Aphrodite was literally the worst. I’d somehow managed to push through the initial appealing of her sparkling voice, and now found it cloying instead, as though her words could drown me in honey.

      The urge to charge at her and light her on fire awakened in me, but I knew I wouldn’t get close enough to do just that, before she took me down with one of her arrows. I didn’t remember her from my academy days, because I didn’t remember freaking anything, but I sensed that she was just as horrible in the future as she was now, right in front of me.

      A terrible creature, intent only on fulfilling her own desires.

      Those people—sorry, those perfectly cruel Gods—were the ones instructing a bunch of teenagers on how to fight and kill in the name of their army. They didn’t need our help. They were quite capable of wreaking evil havoc all on their own, and I just about fell to my knees to puke at the thought.

      The three Gods took to the sky, kicking off from the stone effortlessly, soaring toward their hunt like a flight of raptors, and leaving the rest of us to pick up the very bloody pieces.

      I sunk to the ground, my muscles giving out in the wake of my utter horror, and put my head in my hands. My fingers gripped my hair, tugging it, hoping the bite of pain would wake me up from what I dearly hoped was just a terrifying dream. “This isn’t right. We should have done more. This can’t be how it ends.”

      Cade hesitated, shifting his weight back and forth as he stood above me. Then he sat next to me, putting his arm around my shoulders and drawing me in close to his solid body. With a deep inhale, his scent swirled into my being—metallic and smoky, offering me comfort from how familiar it was.

      “I know it feels that way,” he whispered. “We can’t save Lycaon’s sons, but we did save a lot of innocent people. Of that I am certain.”

      I chose to feel good about that, rather than stress about the fact that we might have changed the past. Yet, I couldn’t have seen this unfold in front of me and not done something to help, not if I wanted to stay true to who I was.

      Finally, I nodded and leaned against him, resting my head on his shoulder. “At least now we know what the Corpse King wants. Revenge against the Gods for his sons’ deaths.”

      I didn’t express it, but I understood Lycaon’s motive. The Gods were cruel, immoral, and didn’t deserve our reverence of them. There was nothing divine or truly reverent about them. They were just as flawed, maybe even more so than humankind, with the powers to inflict pain and suffering whenever they saw fit.

      “Now we just need to figure out how he’s going to do it,” Cade agreed.

      In the distance, Zeus fired lightning bolts toward the ground. Ares had already landed just past the city-state walls. I imagined him running through the sparsely set fig trees, arrow knocked, laughing as he speared wolf after wolf, after wolf. Aphrodite was still flying around in the air next to Zeus, shooting her light arrows.

      I clenched my hands into fists to stop them from igniting. Cade must’ve sensed my fury, because he set his hand over one of my fists and squeezed, forcing me to look at him.

      “Let’s get out of this city. We don’t need to see anything more.”

      He was right, so I nodded. There was no point in suffering through this. It was a piece of history. It had already happened, and there was nothing we could do to change it. We had gotten what we came for, and now it was time to figure out how to jump out of here.

      As we both got to our feet, movement stirred behind us. I turned to see Lycaon shuffling out of the temple, dragging one of his legs. My first thought was that maybe he’d hurt it trying to run down the stairs to help his sons, but on closer inspection, I realized that his leg was twisted and bowed the wrong way. It was a wolf leg, to go with his half-transformed wolf face. When his people saw him, the women screamed, and everyone ran away from him, crying.

      Zeus had taken more than his sons from the king. He’d taken his kingdom. Lycaon was an abomination, and no one would bow down to his rule anymore.

      I imagined he would be driven out of the city very soon, as the nobles tried to restore order. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of those nobles made a deal with Zeus for wealth and power, just as Lycaon had.

      The Corpse King turned his head to look at us, and I had a strange but strong urge to go to him, to console him. Despite being a bad king—though I didn’t know that for sure, maybe he had been a great leader and his people loved him—he still deserved sympathy for the loss of his sons.

      Instinctively, I stepped forward, reaching out a hand toward him. “I’m sorry this happened to you.” For a split second, it felt like I was moving faster than everything around me. I had almost touched his hand before he even registered that I was there.

      “Nicole.” Jerking me out of the trance I almost went into, Cade grabbed me from behind. “We have to go.” He pulled me away from Lycaon and down the steps of the temple. Tinker followed us down.

      Thankfully, no one had taken much notice of him, despite his obvious strangeness. They had other things to focus on, like the fact that Zeus and Ares were flying back, each carrying the bodies of a few of Lycaon’s sons.

      When the Gods touched down, each of them tossed three wolves’ bodies into a pile. They landed with a sickening thud. Crying out, Lycaon stumbled down the pantheon steps, and collapsed on his knees near the mound of his dead sons.

      Cade’s arm wrapped around my shoulders, and he ushered me away from the square. Tinker rolled along behind us. When we got back to the houses where we’d first arrived, Cade found our clothes and tucked them under his arm, leading us through the city and out the main gates—now defenseless. A few houses with fruit trees and other crops scattered across the land that stretched outside the city walls.

      “Let’s see if we can find a place to rest on one of those farms,” Cade suggested. I was too numb to answer him, so he just took my hand and led me down the dirt road.

      The first house we came to was occupied, so we continued to the next one, which sat far from the main road. It was an olive farm. The stone house was fairly big, probably housing three generations of farmers. It seemed empty though, and I imagined the occupants had gone to the city for the big feast.

      We went inside, and the first thing Cade did was sit me down on some cushions on the floor and get us water from the basin in the kitchen.

      “Tinker, can you stand near the door and be the lookout? Alert us if you see anyone coming down the path.”

      The robot rolled over the entrance and parked himself there, ever so vigilant.

      Quickly drinking the water, I nearly choked on it. It felt like I had sand in my mouth and throat.

      Cade’s hand slowly rubbed my back. “Take it easy. I’m pretty sure you’re in shock.”

      Once again, he was probably right. I felt detached, but also strangely calm.

      He went back to the kitchen and rummaged through the baskets and shelves, then sat beside me with a hand full of crusty bread and some dates. Taking the bread, I chewed on it while in a daze. I knew I needed to snap out of it, but it was all so overwhelming.

      In my young life, I’d seen bad things like starvation, a fist fight that put two people in the hospital, and serious drug addiction—the kind that left bruises all over arms and legs. One time, I even saw the dead body of an old homeless lady who died under her rain tarp at night, but nothing had prepared me for the level of violence and destruction Zeus had unleashed.

      “I’m going to need you to get it together, Nic.” Cade rubbed my back again.

      With a deep sigh, I turned toward him. “I’m tired. Why can’t you get it together for the both of us? You’re smart. You figure out how to get out of here.”

      “I would, except I’m pretty sure that you are the reason we’re jumping through time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NICOLE

      “What now?” I gaped at him, sure that he was just making stuff up to get me to snap out of it. A quick slap to the face would have probably been a better strategy, and more effective.

      “Well, the last time we jumped we weren’t touching the watch, so it’s not the watch. Then I thought maybe it was Tinker who was creating the time portals, but thirty minutes ago I saw you move through time, unaided, without the watch, without us. It happened when you tried to touch King Lycaon. You became a blur, Nic. Like you were a train speeding along a station.”

      Shock rushed through me at his statement. Had I really moved through time to get to the Corpse King?

      “You think I’m opening the portals, and sending us to these different time frames?”

      “Maybe not consciously, but yes, that’s what I think.”

      “But none of this started to happen until I pushed the button on the watch.”

      He nodded. “The watch is a focus. It’s an item that amplifies your power. Like a witch using a magic wand. The magic is inside the witch, but it is focused by using the wand. I think it’s the same thing for you. Does that make sense?”

      I got to my feet and paced around the room. “Not really. I mean, why would I send us here?”

      “You were thinking about the Corpse King. You had a dream about him, remember? And we were talking about why he was doing what he’s doing. You brought us here to answer that question.”

      “If so, why did I take us to the Gods’ War?”

      “We were in the hall of learning, reading up on the Gods.” Cade shrugged. “It could’ve been in your mind, or you read about it briefly. Then there was all that focus on the watch from all three of us touching it… and bam. We traveled back three thousand years.”

      Considering it I shook my head. “I don’t buy it. Doesn’t make sense. Why would I send us to France to see Melany and Hades fight Oceanus, huh?”

      “You talked about admiring her, thinking she was cool. Maybe that was all it took for your subconscious to direct us there.”

      Suddenly feeling a lot of stress building, I paced some more. If that was true, how the hell was I going to get us back to the academy when my thoughts were all over the place?

      “I don’t know, Cade. That’s a lot of presumptions you are making.”

      He stood too. “True. I am connecting some dots that might seem far-fetched, but honestly, it’s the most logical answer.” His hands closed around my biceps, stopping me from walking and holding me still. Cade’s eyes bored into mine. “You are the source of the power, Nicole. I know you think it’s the watch, but it isn’t. That is just a watch, something to tell time with. I know, because I made it. It’s not that special, but you are.”

      Gods, his eyes were amazing. I wanted to fall into them, to drown myself. To lose myself forever.

      Also, I wanted to kiss him, but figured it probably wasn’t the most opportune time. We were trying to figure out this time jump thing and get us home. Laughter almost left me at my inappropriate train of thought, but instead, I bit down on my lower lip. I hoped it looked like I was seriously considering his logic, and not thinking about jumping his bones.

      “Okay, so what do we do? Test this theory?”

      Dropping his hands Cade shrugged. “Yeah, I think we’re going to have to. But we really got to do it right. You’re going to have to focus your thoughts.”

      I threw my hands up into the air. “But what if I can’t? What if I start thinking about dinosaurs, and send us to the Cretaceous period, and you get eaten by a T-Rex?”

      Mouth twitching, he cupped my face with his hands. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “What if I get eaten by a T-Rex?” Tinker asked from his perch by the door. His little metal body slightly shuddered. “I know dinosaurs could not digest metal, but it would be awful to be inside its large stomach.”

      “No one is getting eaten by a T-Rex, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Erase that from your mind.”

      “Okay. It’s erased.” It wasn’t. I was still thinking about it, and it was pretty vivid in my mind.

      “Let’s all sit down on the floor together. Tinker, come over here.” Cade sat, pulling me down with him. We both crossed our legs, so our knees were touching. “Tuck yourself in here, Tink.” He pointed to the intersection of our legs and Tinker rolled into it, so he was touching both of us. Cade then pulled out the watch from his pocket.

      “I thought it wasn’t the watch,” I challenged.

      “It isn’t, but it will help focus your thoughts.” His hands held mine, sliding the watch in between our palms, and he tugged me forward. “Look at me.”

      So I did, and again, all I could focus on was kissing him.

      “Think about the academy. Picture it in your mind.”

      With a settling breath, I thought about the garden where I first ended up after walking through the flames, followed by the room where I’d been staying. Concentrating hard, I pictured the room in the Hall of Learning, where this had all started. I saw myself sitting in the chair, flipping through a book while Cade sat nearby, also going through a large tome.

      A smile curved my lips, remembering how his brow furrowed so tightly as he concentrated, and how I’d wanted to rub my thumb over the creases to smooth them away.

      Again, I thought about kissing Cade.

      “Can you see it?”

      I nodded.

      “Think about it. Only concentrate on the academy. Clear away everything else and keep your focus on it.”

      Academy. Academy. Academy. I kept the mantra going in my mind, silently saying it over and over again.

      “Now, imagine us being in the academy.”

      Once again, I did. Except, I saw Cade and I wrapped up in each other, sitting on my bed. We were kissing, and it was the most perfect thing in the whole world. That’s where I wanted to be. In that place, with him. He was my home.

      Oh shit! My eyes widened, and I tried to picture something else, but it was too late.

      An invisible force pulled my body, and then we were zipping through white space. Being sucked through the portal.

      Soon we were falling.

      I landed on the hard floor of the library, right on top of several large books that were scattered all over the place. My knee smashed harshly against the leg of a wooden chair. Grunting, I rolled over onto my back, cradling my knee and blinking up at the painted dome ceiling of the Hall of Learning.

      Holy shit. It worked!

      Glancing all around, I saw Cade also sprawled out on the floor. He’d faired a bit worse than I did. It looked like he’d hit his head on the table, and there was a red mark just above his right eye. He blinked at me, then smiled.

      “You did it, Nic. You got us home.”

      A happy bleep came from the corner, and I sat up to find Tinker upside down, propped up against one of the shelves.

      “Are we sure it’s the right timeline?”

      Sitting up too, Cade inspected the room. “I’m sure. These are the books we were reading when we left. And that’s your backpack on that chair.” He pointed to the table behind us.

      I swiveled around to get a better view, and yes, he was right. My backpack sat in the chair I’d set it in before all of this craziness happened. Even the wrapper from the granola bar I’d eaten was there. Something told me that we’d come back to almost the exact moment we’d initially left. That no time had passed here, while we’d spent a couple of days jumping from timeline to timeline.

      With a grunt, I grabbed onto the table beside me and hauled myself to my feet. My knee smarted a bit, so I didn’t put much weight on it. Looking around at the mess we’d made, I bent down to pick up the big book I’d landed on, which was splayed open on a certain section. When I went to set it on the table, my gaze swept over the page, and stopped.

      “Holy shit. Look at this, Cade.”

      He came over and looked down to where I pointed on the page. The section of the book was on the God Dionysus in particular. There was even an illustration included.

      The picture showed a baby swaddled in white cloth. Holding the baby was a dome shaped metal creature, and with it were two people—a young woman with long black hair in a ponytail, wearing blue pants and a white shirt, and a young man with shaggy black hair and vivid blue eyes. He wore what looked like a jumpsuit. Under the illustration it read:

      “As an infant, Dionysus was delivered to the maenads by three strangers. The maenads called them The Travelers.”

      “It’s us!” My head started to swim, so I pulled out the closest chair and sat down in it before I fainted.

      “That’s… that’s crazy.”

      “How is that possible?”

      Cade rubbed his mouth. “Well, technically that’s how it happened. We found Dionysus and brought him to the maenads. That is what happened in the past.”

      I shook my head. “I have a headache.”

      “This is why I kept insisting we didn’t interfere with the events that unfolded. Or we would alter history. Just like we did here.” He gestured to the illustration. “Luckily, it didn’t alter the course of history. It was supposed to happen like this.” His eyes closed and he sighed. “I have a headache too.”

      “Now what do we do?”

      “Get some sleep. And in the morning, we’ll try and put the pieces together.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe for me to sleep? What if I accidentally send my arse somewhere?”

      A few chuckles escaped him. “I’m pretty sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Pretty sure, isn’t one hundred percent sure.”

      “You will be okay, Nic.”

      I swallowed, unsure if I should ask for what I really wanted right now. “Will you stay with me? At least until I fall asleep?”

      Warmth gleamed in his eyes, and he nodded. “Yeah.”

      After we did a quick pick up of all the books on the floor—because we didn’t want to incite Athena’s wrath by leaving a huge mess in her library—Cade walked me to my room. Luckily, we didn’t run into anyone, so we didn’t have to explain why we were wearing blood stained, dirty togas, and looked like we’d just walked out of a war zone, which technically we kind of had.

      “I need a shower,” I declared once we were inside my room. Without waiting for his answer, I went into the bathroom and shut the door.

      I quickly shed the robe—I was definitely going to burn it later—then stepped into the stall. Turning on the hot water, I let it sluice over my skin, hoping it would wash away the dirt, the confusion, and the pain from the last two days.

      My eyes fell closed, and I raised my face to the water. It felt good as the hot, hard spray lashed against my skin. I ran my hands over my hair, then twisted it into a ringlet over my shoulder. I was too tired to wash it right now.

      As I opened my eyes, intending to turn off the faucet and step out of the shower stall, I saw Cade through the clear curtain. He stood in the bathroom, watching me. The look on his face told me all I needed to know. For a moment, I thought about covering myself, but I was beyond caring about being exposed and vulnerable. Instead, I opened the stall door.

      “Do you want to come in?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”
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      At first, I was shocked by Cade’s bold appearance in the bathroom. I was also too overwhelmed with emotion to even try and work that out in my head. It didn’t matter, all that mattered was that he was here, reaching out to me in the most raw and real way possible.

      I watched as he slowly stripped off his robe. There was no shame in how he stood naked before me. So, I took him in, every glorious inch of him. His body was lean but muscular. Like an Olympic swimmer with broad shoulders, trim waist, and smooth, silky looking skin.

      Once he stepped into the stall, I moved back, into the corner while he drew the curtain closed. My body was shaking. I was so nervous. It wasn’t like I hadn’t had sex before. I had, a few times, but this was… more. This was everything, and I didn’t want to ruin it by doing something stupid, going too fast, or too slow.

      Cade’s gaze became penetrating but respectful. He didn’t devour me with it, just kept staring into my eyes. Slowly, he reached a hand out and cupped the back of my neck, then pulled me too him, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Is this okay?”

      “Yes.” My voice quivered with repressed need.

      Our bodies pressed against each other. His chest was hard, his skin smooth like I thought, and I felt his racing heart against my skin. It matched mine, slamming hard against my ribcage. As the hot spray of water washed over him, I drew my hands up and down his back.

      He was breathing hard, as was I. His breath puffed along the side of my neck while he gently pressed his lips just below my ear. I gasped and my body jolted, a spear of heat shooting down my spine and settling in between my thighs.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “Gods no. You’re doing everything right.”

      Curious hands splayed wide across my back, fingertips brushing along the sensitive skin of my lower spine. He urged me even closer, and the hard length of his erection pressed against my hip bone. It was a bit uncomfortable, but I didn’t mind. It felt powerful to know he desired me so much.

      His lips nibbled their way up along my jaw, until he finally, breathlessly, covered my mouth with his.

      We kissed, and I lost myself to it, and to him. I’d dreamt of this moment. I didn’t realize how much I wanted him until now, my body pressed against his, my lips on his, my tongue sweeping over his in his mouth. I was pretty sure I wanted him the second I laid my eyes on him at the garden. I understood now that although I’d lost my memories of him from before, my body still reacted as if we’d never been apart.

      Lips still locked, Cade moved me until my back was set against the shower wall. A hand brushed around my hip, feathering over my belly, and I sucked in a breath as his fingers lowered, sliding in between the juncture of my thighs.

      A gasp left me when his fingertips touched my sensitive nerves, then buried deep inside me. Wanting more, I lifted my leg, setting my heel against the wall to give him full access to me.

      The muscles in my thighs and belly quivered as he stimulated me. I threw my head back as a liquid ball of heat swelled deep inside me, swirling like a tornado. I suspected it wouldn’t take much for me to orgasm. A few well-placed strokes of his fingers and I’d be off, but I didn’t want to come without having him inside me first.

      Feeling bold, I dropped a hand between us, and wrapped my fingers around his erection. He hissed between his teeth as I stroked his full length. Boosted by his reaction to me, I took him and guided him to my sex.

      One of Cade’s hands curled around my waist, the other anchoring him against the wall as he met my gaze. His jaw clenched with restraint. “You’re so beautiful, Nicole.”

      I wanted to tell him that I’d fallen in love with him, but I didn’t want to scare him away. Instead, I licked my lips. “So are you.”

      His fingers dug into my flesh, as he thrust his hips forward, and slid inside me. Slapping my hand onto his shoulder to hang on, I cried out as he filled me completely.

      He immediately froze. “Am I hurting you?”

      “Fuck, no,” I panted. “Keep going or I’ll kill you.”

      A few chuckles left him, but he started to move inside me again. Closing his eyes, Cade grit his teeth with each thrust of his hips. His hand slid around my waist and gripped my ass as he picked up the pace, finding a rhythm that nearly made me cry with pleasure.

      Before, when I’d had sex, it always felt good. But this… this was beyond words. The sensations surging through me were indescribable. Explosive heat built deep inside my body, until it wouldn’t take much more before I erupted over him.

      I wrapped a hand around his neck and pulled his mouth close to mine. My lips pressed against his and I kissed him, hard, as my orgasm suddenly slammed into me.

      “Oh, good Gods!”

      Cade fell forward, burying his face into my neck and his teeth scraping against my skin, then thrusted harder between my legs. Shaky breaths passed his lips as he too found release.
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      I could barely take in any air as my heart thundered in my chest. My head rested against Nicole’s, while I tried to find the energy to finally move. Her body was still vibrating from her orgasm, so I wrapped my arm around her waist, shifted my hips and slid out of her. She brought down her leg slowly, then sagged against the shower wall with a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “You okay?” I asked, which was the lamest thing to say ever after great sex.

      “Yup.”

      “Um, that’s good.” I took a step back, unsure of what to do now. Did she want me to hug her, or kiss her? Or to just get the hell out of there? I couldn’t tell. Instead, I turned to face the spray of the water and washed off my body.

      Stepping out of the shower, I grabbed one of the towels and wrapped it around my waist, then grabbed the other one for Nicole as she too got out. She took it without looking at me and wound it around her body. I hated that everything felt so awkward now.

      After drying off, we dressed in our regular clothes that I’d brought back to her room, then came out of the bathroom. Nicole sat on the bed and stretched her arms.

      Unsure of what she wanted me to do, I leaned against the wall. “Are you hungry?”

      She shook her head, yawning. “I’m tired.” She laid down on the bed, tucking the pillow under her head.

      “Okay, I’ll, ah, go, and—”

      “Lay down with me.” Nicole held out her hand toward me.

      Releasing the nervous breath I was holding, I took her hand and settled beside her on the mattress. She curled into my chest, and I wrapped my arm around her waist. Relieved that she wasn’t angry at me, or full of regret, I kissed the top of her head, while she relaxed against me, yawning again.

      It didn’t take long before she fell asleep. One big jerk of her body, and then she was out. I should’ve felt tired, we’d been through so much over the past couple of days, and the sex we’d just had had been vigorous and intense, but I was wide awake.

      The guilt of what had just happened between us was starting to grip me. All I could think about right now was Iris. Not that we were a couple anymore, because we weren’t, we were just friends—although she’d made that hard in the past couple of years. Still, I just kept picturing her in the infirmary cot, wrapped up with bandages on her face, arm, and hands, healing from the burns she’d suffered. Burns that Nicole had given her.

      Quietly and gently, I slid out from under Nicole’s body, settling her in and tucking the blanket up to her chin. Thankfully, she didn’t flinch or make any indication that she noticed my absence. Before turning away, I looked down at her for a moment. She looked so peaceful that I really hoped bad dreams didn’t plague her sleep, and she actually got some much-needed rest.

      When I opened the door to leave her room, Tinker was there in the corridor, waiting. He perked up when he saw me.

      “Have you been here the whole time?” I asked, suddenly feeling self-conscious about having sex in the shower. We’d given him superior hearing.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I do not have anywhere else to go. I do not like the other serving robots. They are rude and not very good conversationalists.”

      I chuckled and patted him on the head. “Fair enough. You can come with me.”

      “Where are we going? To your room, to sleep?”

      “No, I need to go for a walk, if that’s all right.”

      “You have much to think about.”

      I nodded. “That’s true.” I knew he likely meant about all the things we’d seen and learned during our time jumps, but it was thoughts about Nicole and Iris that were bothering me. I had a lot of emotions to figure out and get a handle on now.

      “Shall we stroll through the maze? It is a pleasant evening out.”

      “Sure.” I knew that Tinker liked going through the maze. Not only did he get to use his outdoor, all terrain wheels, but he liked looking at the stone statues scattered there.

      Once, he told me he liked to think about the lives those statues might have lived at one time. I wasn’t sure if he was just using his imagination, or if he believed the rumors that all the stone statues were once people who wronged Medusa.

      The light of the full moon guided our way through the maze. I’d always thought it was pretty there, but I never felt at home as much as I did in the other garden, the one where Nicole and I had wanted to erect the stone sun dial. It was good to get another perspective. Iris loved the maze, so I had spent a lot of time here with her.

      Once at the center, I lit the cauldrons that stood on either side of the gazebo with a flick of my fingers, and sat down inside it, on one of the wooden benches. Tinker occupied himself by tracking the flight of a moth and making notes. I liked that I’d installed learning capabilities in him, but sometimes it was like dealing with a toddler who had a multitude of interests and questions.

      As I sat there, I got a whiff of Nicole’s hair scent in the light breeze. Her smell was all over me and it was a punch to the gut. I nearly groaned, thinking about her in the shower. How she looked and reacted as I touched her on various parts of her amazing body. How good she felt in my hands, the silkiness of her skin, the heat between her legs. I almost got hard again, picturing her surrendering to me, to us.

      “Argh.” I leaned forward, putting my head in my hands. Why did it have to be so difficult loving her?

      And I was sure that I did love her.

      I shouldn’t have, though. She’d hurt Iris, a girl I had tried hard to love. It had been three years, I knew that, and people changed for sure. Nicole didn’t even remember it; she didn’t remember who she’d been back then. She was definitely a different person now. Some things were the same, certainly, but a lot had changed.

      Did that mean that what I was feeling for her was right?

      Iris still suffered. It wasn’t fair to her. It would absolutely destroy her if she ever found out about me and Nicole.

      I had to keep it a secret, and it couldn’t continue. However much it would hurt Nicole and me, I had to keep my distance. It was the right and moral thing to do. Nicole would understand.
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      When I woke up the next morning, after what I was sure was at least ten hours of deep sleep, I stared up at the ceiling fan and wondered how I was going to face Cade.

      It wasn’t that I regretted our sexual tryst, I didn’t at all, I’d been hoping for it, but I had a suspicion that he was going to regret it because of his loyalty to Iris. Despite him admitting that they weren’t together, I knew he still harbored feelings for her and a sense of duty. So, sleeping with the villain who had permanently disfigured her would be in serious contradiction with those parameters.

      It made me feel like shit, too. So, there was that. We could be emo pals together.

      With a heavy sigh, I rolled out bed and changed my clothes. My stomach growled, obviously I needed some food as well. When I opened the door to my room, I expected to see Tinker waiting for me in the hall, but the corridor was empty of one cute little robot. He must’ve been with Cade.

      However, I did run into the red-headed psychic, or whatever she was, Cassandra. It looked like she’d been waiting for me.

      “Good morning,” I said to her.

      “It’s good to see you are back.”

      My eyes narrowed at her. “Back from where?”

      “All over.”

      I nodded. “Did you have a vision about me?” I whispered.

      “Several actually.”

      “Well, you can tell me all about it as we walk to the dining hall. I have to put some food in my gob before I go absolutely mental.”

      It wasn’t very busy when we walked into the hall. Only a smattering of people sat at the tables, eating. Most were just sitting around, chatting, like the table that Lucian and his friends occupied. I assumed most of the “students” were in class or training.

      Cassandra stood with me in the food line as I piled on as much food as I could carry. Time traveling was hungry business. Silently, I wondered if jumping from timeline to timeline used a lot of caloric output. It must’ve, considering I felt almost hollow inside—as though I hadn’t eaten in over a week.

      Once I had my food, I carried the tray to a table in the corner. I didn’t feel like making small talk to a bunch of people who didn’t seem all that pleased to have met me. Lucian, et al. They were nice enough, but I could tell they didn’t want me to try to integrate myself into their close-knit group.

      Truth be told, I didn’t blame them. I mean, Melany Richmond had some epically wicked shoes to fill, and I was definitely not up to par to fill them. Besides that, I didn’t really want to.

      The moment I sat, I started shoveling food into my mouth as fast as I could while Cassandra just stared at my profile.

      For a second, I stopped from chewing and looked at her. “Are you going to tell me what you saw?”

      “I saw you walking through a blinding white ray of light.”

      I frowned. “And that’s it?”

      “You had a clock for a face.”

      “Interesting.” I went back to my food.

      “I know you can move through time.”

      I froze mid-chew.

      “You went to the Gods’ War, then the battle with Oceanus—I saw Melany there too—and some battle between Zeus and a king.”

      “Have you told anyone?”

      She shook her head.

      “Not even your golden boyfriend?”

      “No, not even him.”

      “Good. And I'd appreciate that you don’t say anything to anyone. I don’t want anyone to know that I have that ability. Although, I’m not completely sold that I have it alone.”

      “Why?”

      Dropping my fork, I turned on the bench to really look at her. “Because I don’t want the Gods to know. I don’t want them to be able to use my power for their gain. They already use us enough, don’t you think?”

      After observing me for a long moment, she slowly nodded. “I won’t say anything. And I agree with you, by the way.”

      That surprised me. I thought everyone at the academy towed the line to some extent. Maybe I was wrong. I hoped I was wrong.

      “Thanks.”

      She gave me a smile that I sensed was a rare thing. Cassandra didn’t seem like a girl who smiled a lot. When her gaze went over my shoulder, her cheeks flushed. I swiveled to see what or who she was looking at, and spotted Cade making his way across the dining hall toward me.

      My gaze returned to her. “Please tell me you didn’t also see…”

      Cassandra didn’t answer, she just got up, and quickly walked back to Lucian at their table.

      Cade sat down next to me. “Morning. Did you sleep well?”

      “I did sleep good, thanks. No dreams.” I picked up a couple pieces of bacon and shoved them into my mouth. If I was eating, I didn’t have to be talking. “Where’s Tink?”

      “He’s charging up in my room.”

      His discomfort was palpable, but I didn’t comment on it. Instead, I slid my tray toward him. Maybe he could eat his feelings too, then we wouldn’t have to talk about what had happened between us. It could just stay in the past, like everything else.

      He chose a slice of pizza from my tray and took a bite. “So, we should probably go talk to Prometheus about what we learned.”

      I nodded. “Okay, but I’d prefer if we don’t mention the time traveling part of it.”

      “Then how did we find all of this out?”

      “Good old fashioned book learning.” I grabbed a couple of chips, dunked them in some mayo and then ketchup. “We were in the Hall of Learning all night, right?”

      Cade studied me for a moment. “You don’t want them to know you can manipulate time?”

      “No, I bloody well don’t. It’s bad enough what they already force us to do, I don’t want them to be able to make me jump through time and take them with me too. I mean, could you imagine what could happen? What they would be able to do?”

      He didn’t say anything for a long time, then nodded. “Okay, we won’t say anything about our time jumps.”

      “Good.” I grabbed some more chips. “We should probably make sure Tinker doesn’t spill the beans either. Can we reprogram him or something?”

      “He won’t if we tell him not to. He has instructions to do what we ask.”

      “Okay.”

      After another couple of awkward moments, Cade cleared his throat, and I really hoped he wasn’t going to say or ask what I thought he was going to ask.

      “Should we talk about—”

      “Nope. We don’t need to.”

      “Nic…”

      “What? I think having a conversation is only going to ruin everything.”

      He tried to grab my hand, but I pulled away. Before we could further fuck up what had been a beautiful time between us by talking, Lucian joined us at the table. He sat down on the bench across from us.

      “I think I’ve found someone who could give us some information about Pegasus,” he informed with no preamble. I liked that about him. Cut to the chase without any banal small talk.

      “Who?” Cade asked.

      “Pan.”

      Cade let out a low groan.

      “Who’s Pan?” I inquired, suddenly very curious.

      “Not a guy we want to get to know,” Cade explained. “How do you know where he is? I heard he’s impossible to find, let alone talk to. He’s famously reclusive.”

      “Someone supplied me with the information. A person who owed me—well, owed Melany a favor.”

      The change in his face when he talked about her was heartbreaking. There was obviously eternal love there. I almost wanted to give him a hug, but I suspected he’d knock me out if I tried.

      My attention went to Cade. “I’m up for it, if you are. This Pan sounds like a delightful distraction.”

      “I got one condition,” Lucian added.

      “What?” Cade countered.

      “That we get to come with you. We’re all kind of bored right now.”

      “No…”

      “Absolutely!” I exclaimed, and Cade frowned at me.

      “It’s not a good idea.”

      “It’s a great idea. I take it this Pan might be troublesome?” I addressed Lucian.

      “Most likely. He doesn’t take well to strangers in his woods.”

      “You see? The more the merrier then.” Snatching a slice of pizza from my tray, I stood. “Let’s get going. Time’s a-wastin’.”

      Cade gave me a troubled look. I guessed he didn’t like my little inside joke.

      

      Lucian insisted we should arm ourselves before heading to the woods on the far side of the lake. I didn’t argue, because I didn’t know what to expect with Pan.

      I stuck a dagger into my belt after Jasmine insisted I did, but I figured my fire power was sufficient. Cade grabbed a Bo staff, and when he twirled it around expertly, my heart did a little pitter-patter. Who knew he had combat skills? I guessed I would know that if I could remember my past time at the academy.

      Once we were fully outfitted, like a band of mercenaries, we all flew to the lake—well, I didn’t fly, Cade had to carry me again. On the edge of the shore, Cade and Lucian argued about who was in charge and who was going to lead us into the woods. I just stood back and watched the entertaining show with Jasmine, Mia, Georgina, Ren and Cassandra.

      I considered making small talk with the others, but honestly, they all kind of intimidated me. So, I did what I did best, and made a joke.

      “Hey, you two. Do you want a ruler?”

      Halting their argument, they both frowned at me, but Cade knew better than to answer. Lucian hadn’t learned that lesson yet.

      “What for?” he asked.

      “So, you can measure your…” I pointed to their crotches. “And see who the big man is.”

      Everyone beside me snickered at that. Jasmine laughed out loud rather joyously, which made me grin.

      She smacked me on the shoulder. “You are funny.”

      Cade marched over to me. “You’re not that funny.”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      Lucian took a stance in front of the group. “We go in single file. Hecate told me that there may be snares and tripwires around the perimeter of his location.”

      I held up my hand. “I’m sorry, what now? I didn’t realize we were going into a war zone.”

      Cade threw me a knowing look, the one that said, ‘I told you so.’

      Jasmine’s hand smacked my shoulder again. “I got you. You can go after me.”

      “Thank you, Jasmine. I feel better already.” I gave her what I hoped was a winning smile, and it didn’t come off as condescending. I really didn’t want to piss her off too. She looked like she could fold me in half.

      Actually, they all did.

      Mia was a bit skinnier, but the look she was giving me told me that it didn’t matter how slim she was, she’d rip me apart as well. Part of me wondered if it was because Jasmine was paying me some attention and she was jealous.

      Lucian went first into the woods. Then Cassandra, Georgina, Ren, Mia, Jasmine, me, and Cade at the end. The way the boys were positioned, the whole thing almost felt sexist. Yet, I didn’t say anything. They were going to have my back, I assumed, so I wasn’t going to rock the boat. Not when I was the most likely to drown if we capsized.

      We hadn’t gone more than ten feet, before Lucian gave the signal to stop moving. “There’s a tripwire here.” He pointed to it, and then to what would happen if we tripped it.

      There was a very large tree branch with spikes on it positioned on a tree a few feet away. I imagined it would snap forward and impale the poor sucker who hadn’t seen the wire across the path.

      This was turning into the scariest situation I’d ever been in, and that was saying something, considering Cade and I had just been through two wars with the Gods.
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      After Lucian carefully cut the wire, we continued walking on the narrow dirt path deeper into the dark woods. We came across two other traps, another tripwire and a snare that appeared to be for catching rabbits, us being the rabbits.

      Once Lucian dismantled the last one, the woods seemed to go incredibly quiet. Lively bird songs surrounded us before, crickets, and the scurry of rodents on the forest floor. Now, however, there was nothing. Not even the wind blew through the leaves of the giant oak and willow trees.

      I leaned into Cade. “I’m going to go out on a limb and predict that this is not a good thing,” I murmured.

      “Be ready,” Lucian barked.

      After another few tense moments, Georgina stepped off the path and approached one of the large willow trees. Her hand lifted toward it. “I can see you. We haven’t come to hurt you. We just want to speak with Pan.”

      Just like that, it suddenly looked like the entire forest was moving. A sea of green surging toward us.

      From among the trees, stepped out diminutive women with green and brown skin, and hair made of leaves. They were all topless, one of the reasons I knew they were women, but wore skirts made of leaves and grass. Each one of them, and there had to be at least twenty, carried a sharpened spear.

      It was like déjà vu for Cade and I, being greeted by the maenads in the woods three thousand years ago.

      As one, they opened their tiny mouths, and a series of loud and high-pitched chirps erupted. It was like a thousand birds chirping all at the same time, each hitting varying high notes. My head instantly hurt, and I put my hands over my ears to try and muffle the piercing noise. It was useless, I could still hear it, and it sent a zip of pain through my skull.

      A few minutes later, we were all down on our knees on the soil, hands on our ears trying not to go insane, and hoping our eardrums didn’t burst. Then it all stopped, dead still, and there was lovely blissful silence. Except, there was also a ringing in my ears. When we all stood, I assumed everyone else was experiencing it too, judging by the pained looks on their faces.

      Another figure stepped out of the foliage. He stood maybe five feet tall, with little horns on top of his head that peered out from under long, curly dark hair. His bottom half was that of a goat, exhibiting cloven hooves and tail, while his top half was that of a man.

      He also had a moustache and a long beard that matched his hairy, muscular chest and arms. The most surprising thing about him though, was that he was strangely attractive. Or maybe that was just me being weird and pervy.

      “I could make them chirp all day long if I so wanted. It would rupture your ear drums for sure, and maybe even worse. Once, I saw one guy’s eyes actually burst out of his skull. It was rather gross.”

      “We’d prefer if that didn’t happen,” Lucian replied.

      “What do you want? Why are you trespassing in my woods?”

      Cade stepped forward. “We’ve come for information.”

      “What kind of information?”

      Lucian whipped around, shooting eye daggers towards Cade.

      “About the Pegasus,” Cade continued, not fazed by Lucian, and I loved that. “Since Artemis is no longer with us, we heard that you are very knowledgeable and that she trusted you with her knowledge.”

      Cade was smart, trying to appeal to the guy’s ego. Something told me that despite his small stature, Pan had an enormous sense of himself.

      “What have you brought me for this knowledge?”

      Oh shit. Did we even think about that? I knew I hadn’t.

      Once more, Cade had thought ahead. Unzipping the backpack he carried, he pulled out a pair of funky looking metal goggles and lifted them. “These glasses, from Hephaistos. You will be able to see for miles.”

      That seemed to please Pan.

      Cade also pulled out a leather water bag. “Wine, from Dionysus.”

      The little Faun looked even more pleased about that. “What else?” he asked excitedly.

      Cade’s face fell. He’d obviously thought these two gifts would be enough for Pan. The rest of our group kind of looked at each other, but I pulled out the dagger from my belt.

      “How about this cool dagger?” I held it up to him. “It’s got sparkly gems on the hilt.”

      Pan’s eyes narrowed with interest, telling me he was really close to accepting our bargain. On a whim, I snatched Jasmine’s bow off her back and showed to him too. “And this awesome bow.”

      A growl escaped Jasmine’s throat, but I didn’t make eye contact with her. It was best that way.

      “Deal,” Pan declared. “Come to my village and we will eat, and drink, and…” His gaze raked over me hungrily. “…make merry.”

      Yikes. Guys had flirted with me before, but his level of flirtation was intense. Somehow, I actually felt his gaze on my skin. A shiver rushed down my back—a not entirely unpleasant shiver to my surprise.

      As we followed him to his village, Jasmine grabbed my arm and pulled me close. “I should hurt you for giving away my favorite bow.”

      “But you won’t, because I’m so funny and likeable?” I grinned, blinking up at her innocently.

      Slowly nodding, she let go of my arm. “Exactly. Plus, I can get another bow.”

      Thank the Gods! I sighed with relief. The last thing I needed was to be beat up by one of my allies.

      “Thanks for the quick thinking,” Cade offered, coming over to my side.

      “Hey, you’re the one who was smart enough to bring gifts. I was just going with your flow, mate.” I winked at him. “But I don’t think Jasmine is too happy with me though. And I’m not sure I’m doing this make new friends thing correctly.”

      He laughed, and I loved hearing the sound.

      “We make a good team,” he concluded.

      A small smile curved my lips. “Yeah, we do.”

      

      Pan’s village consisted of several sleeping huts—a large, round hut built on top of a wooden base, and a few houses built into mounds of dirt. There were fruit trees surrounding the area, as well as a narrow stream that meandered on the edge of the huts.

      The village was formed by several, pretty little wood nymphs and Pan. No wonder he was so reclusive. He had everything a goat man could want. Plenty of food, water, and… companionship. Also, I had a sense that he didn’t want to share.

      “Come.” Pan went into the large, round hut, and we followed.

      Surprise greeted us inside the hut. Honestly, I expected some wooden benches to sit on, or grassy cushions, but it looked like a Greek God’s opulent oasis, dedicated to decadence and overindulgence.

      At the back of the hut was a raised dais, and on that dais, sat an elegant golden lounger—plumped with silk pillows of all colors. Actually, almost every square inch of the wooden floor was covered with more colorful silk pillows and fur blankets. A table piled high with fruit, nuts, breads, and cooked wild game like partridges and duck, was placed in the middle of the space. There were also plenty of jugs of wine.

      “Sit.” He pointed to the pillows on the floor, as he walked up the few steps on the dais, and lounged on his sofa. One of the wood nymphs instantly scurried toward him, holding a bunch of grapes to feed him one grape at a time.

      He seemed literally pulled out of one of those old paintings in museums, about the lasciviousness of the Greek Gods.

      The moment we sat down, all in a nervous cluster, several of the nymphs rushed over and started to serve us food and wine. I thought it would be rude to refuse, so I gladly took a cup of wine and some bread. Cade also eagerly indulged, although the others were a bit more cautious.

      It showed that they’d never traveled back three thousand years to party with a group of maenads. Smiling to myself about that, I took a big gulp of wine. It was really tasty and went straight to my head.

      “You.”

      My head snapped up to see Pan pointing at me. “Um, me?”

      “Yes. You seem like a woman who knows how to play the game. Why don’t you come up here, and sit with me?”

      I glanced over at Cade for help, making a ‘do I?’ face.

      He shrugged.

      Finally, I decided there was no harm in indulging Pan. So, I got up, climbed up onto the dais and sat beside him on his magnificent lounger. The nymph at his side offered to feed me some grapes too.

      Why the hell not? I thought, and opened my mouth so she could place a single plump, purple globe onto my tongue. It was a taste explosion in my mouth.

      “So, what do you want to know about the Pegasus?”

      “Basically, everything you know about its nature and its powers,” Cade answered for the group.

      Ignoring my friend, Pan turned to me. “Why don’t you shuffle a little closer, and I’ll whisper all my secrets into your ear.”

      My face flushed, and I actually giggled. Was it hot in here? Because it sure felt hot. Sweat rolled down my back. “Um, you could just say it out loud, for the whole group.”

      “I like you. You amuse me.” He grinned at me, and my throat went dry. Holy hotness! What was going on here?

      The Faun gulped a big cup of wine, held it out to be filled again by the nymph, and then addressed Cade. “There are two tales about how the Pegasus came to be. In the first, he was made from sea foam and blood in the great ocean. The second says he was birthed from the freshwater spring on Mount Helicon, and tended to by the twelve muse sisters.” He drank more wine. “All I can say to that is, I wish I was tended to by the muse sisters. They are very attractive.”

      He wiggled his bushy eyebrows at me, and I giggled again. Either the wine was making me giddy, or he was. Perhaps it was a combination, but I couldn’t be the only one being affected by it, was I?

      Glancing over at the others, I saw Cassandra with her head on Lucian’s shoulder; he was happily playing with her hair. Jasmine and Mia were actually snogging. Ren was giving Georgina a foot rub while she lounged on the pillows, wine in one hand, and berries in the other. Cade, however, was staring at me, his gaze laser focused, and I could almost hear his thoughts. They were pretty racy.

      He shook his head though, trying to keep it clear. It was obvious he was the only one that had any type of will power over whatever spell was being cast inside the hut.

      “What else?” he asked. “What kind of powers does the Pegasus have?”

      “Well, the myth about the only person who can ride Pegasus has to be pure of heart is absolute bullshit. I mean, all the Gods could ride him, and we all know there is nothing pure about the Gods. Except, maybe for Artemis. She was truly decent and chaste. I could never tempt her. She had her flaws, certainly, but that wasn’t one of them.”

      “I rode Pegasus,” Lucian shouted.

      Pan chuckled and waved a hand toward him. “So, there you go. That myth is most definitely busted.”

      That made everyone in the hut laugh. Including Lucian.

      “Obviously, the beast can fly. He can find water anywhere. If you were in the desert and thirsty, he could paw at the sand and find you a spring. It’s amazing actually. He’s the only creature that can enter Olympus. And he could probably kill you with a flap of his wings. His feathers are almost like steel.”

      Pan turned to me again, a hand patting my leg.

      “And that’s that. Nothing else I can tell you, because there is nothing else to tell.” He then stretched out his legs, setting his furry feet and hooves on my lap. “Now, let’s have a party, shall we? I find you all so very attractive. Especially you, funny girl.”

      “I could party.” With a smile, I ran my fingers over his hooves. It was really weird, but I was kind of digging it right now.
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      I didn’t know what time it was when we all staggered out of Pan’s hut, and into the twilight. Judging by how low the sun was in the sky, I’d say it was eight or nine o’clock at night, which meant we had been inside his hut for no less than eight hours.

      What had transpired inside was a bit of a blur to me. I could picture bits and pieces, snippets of more wine and food, and dancing?

      I glanced at Cade as he scratched his head and frowned. It appeared he was having just as much difficulty putting the pieces together as I was. Lucian looked about the same, so did the others. Exchanging a quick glance with Jasmine, my cheeks flushed. Maybe the two of us had shared a kiss or two. Mia’s eye daggers in the back of my head confirmed that.

      “Okay, what just happened in there?” I asked after a few more disoriented minutes. Someone had to while we all just shuffled around in front of the hut.

      Cade smacked his lips. “I’m not too sure. One thing I do know though, is that I drank way too much wine. Again.”

      “I did too,” Georgina confirmed, rubbing her head. “I have the worst headache.”

      In that moment, Pan strutted out of the hut, his hooves clacking on the wooden platform like a woman’s high heels on floor tile. “Thank you so much for visiting, gang. You were all sublime. Especially you, Nicole.” He blew me a kiss.

      My stomach flipped, and I rubbed it. I really hoped what he was implying didn’t actually occur. I was an open-minded person, and believed that love was love no matter what—it wasn’t anyone’s business what went on in people’s bedrooms—but… this…

      I leaned toward Cade. “Um, did I…”

      “Pretty sure there was just a lot of drinking and dancing. And maybe a few shared kisses… but other than that, no. You definitely did not. I wouldn’t have let that happen.”

      Relief coursed through me warm and sweet. “Okay. As long as you are sure.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “I do have an image of kissing him though.”

      Cringing, Cade rubbed his mouth. “I’m pretty sure I did too.”

      A bubble of laughter came out of me, I couldn’t help it. The horrified look on Cade’s face was comical. I wanted to tell him that it didn’t mean anything, but I kind of wanted him to squirm a bit about it first. It was all a bit of harmless fun anyway.

      Waving Pan goodbye, I got back on the path to get the hell out of there. Everyone pretty much hurried up behind me. We weren’t worried about trip wires or traps anymore; we’d already endured the freakiest ambush ever.

      When we landed back at the academy, everyone scattered after some awkward goodbyes. Lucian was probably regretting asking us to come along on our little adventure into weirdsville. Cade and I went inside to find Prometheus and confer with him about everything we’d learned over the past few days.

      Once Cade flew us up to the highest floor in the hall, Prometheus’s office, we found the big man sitting at his desk, reading something. An honest smile lit up his face when he saw us, however, I had a feeling he knew we were coming. My gaze searched the room to see if the eyeless prophet was lurking about in the shadows, ready to jump out at me, but found nothing.

      He gestured to the chairs by his desk. “Please, sit.”

      “We have a lot of information to discuss with you,” Cade admitted.

      “Excellent. I’m sure together we will be able to figure out who this Corpse King is and what he wants.”

      I plopped down in one of the chairs, setting my foot up on my other knee. “We already figured out who the Corpse King is.”

      His eyebrows arched. “Really? Who is he?”

      “King Lycaon,” Cade offered.

      “Interesting.” Prometheus steepled his fingers together and pressed them to his mouth. “What does he want with the Pegasus?”

      “Not quite sure yet,” I confessed, “but he definitely wants revenge.”

      “Against who?”

      “Zeus, for cursing his sons to turn into wolves, and against Aphrodite and Ares for helping him slaughter them in a horrible, disgusting way.” It was hard to keep the contempt out of my voice.

      “That does sound horrible, but Zeus, Aphrodite, and Ares are all dead. How could he get revenge on them?”

      He had a good point. It was something we hadn’t thought of clearly. I glanced at Cade; he had the same confused furrow to his brow.

      “And why steal the Pegasus? How does that get him revenge?”

      Becoming silent, I went over all that Pan told us about Pegasus. I didn’t think it had anything to do with finding water or his steel wings. Yet, it was definitely about flying, or else he would’ve stolen a few of the fire horses—they were faster and stronger than the Pegasus. And where could he fly to, that no other beast could go?

      “He needs the Pegasus to get into Olympus,” I blurted. “He’s the only beast that can enter the mountain.”

      Prometheus nodded. “That does seem to track. But why Olympus? What is there for him? What does he need to get his revenge on Zeus when he’s already gone?”

      Cade and I both looked at each other, the answer flashing in our minds. “Time.”

      The memory of something Aphrodite had said when we saw them in France returned to me… “Yes, well, neither of us can control time.”

      “He wants to go back in time,” I informed.

      “How? And what does Olympus have to do with this?”

      I didn’t know the answer, but it was there somewhere. It had to be. It was all starting to make sense.

      Considering it, Cade rubbed at his forehead, until his eyes lit up with a clue. “The Hours. They live in Olympus.”

      Prometheus’s brow creased deeply, and he dropped his hands on the desk. “Yes, but of what use would they be? They don’t have any real power. They can’t manipulate time.”

      “How many of them are there?” I asked.

      “Twelve,” Cade answered.

      Something poked my mind, an image that had bothered me since seeing it. In the vision, when Cassandra and I visited the gray man, Cronus, I saw a giant stone wheel. That same wheel was in an illustration of Cronus in a book, and in both cases, there were twelve pegs on it.

      “Only Cronus has that power…” Aphrodite’s voice once again echoed in my mind.

      “The Corpse King is going to kidnap them. He’s going to take the Hours and figure out a way to find Cronus. The God of Time is the only one that has the power to change things with his wheel of time.”

      Heaving a heavy sigh, Prometheus sat back in his chair, regarding me thoughtfully. “You’re right about time. Cronus is the only one who can change it or move it.”

      I refrained from telling him that I could manipulate time too. No one needed to know, so it would remain my and Cade’s secret. My eyes connected with his, to make sure he wouldn’t accidentally, or purposely, out me. Fortunately, he gave me a reassuring smile, and I relaxed a little. Of course, he wouldn’t say anything. I was an idiot for thinking otherwise.

      “I’m not sure if your kidnapping theory is valid, though. It would take an army for him to take twelve people from Olympus, but we will definitely put the mountain on alert.”

      How about an army of the dead? I wanted to scream. The Corpse King had an army, and he had the means now to get that army to Olympus and take the Hours. The entire army couldn’t fly on one Pegasus, but he could hitch a chariot to the flying horse and bring as many of the dead as he could stuff into the vehicle.

      “Let’s send the academy’s army there. I mean, that’s what this is all for, isn’t it?” I gestured to his fortress in the sky. “To protect and serve the community at large.”

      “This is true. That is what the academy was initially built for, but I don’t think this warrants an entire army to go to Olympus. We have other matters to take care of. There was a tornado that just wiped out a whole town in the United States. We’re going there to help clean up and rebuild. There are wildfires raging in Argentina and Chile that we are fighting. We do more than just war here, Nicole.”

      “I’ll go to Olympus and make sure that it is fortified,” Cade offered, and Prometheus nodded in acceptance.

      “A better solution. Thank you, Cade. You can leave immediately and check in with me daily.”

      Cade stood, and I followed. I was about to say something most likely hostile and stupid, when Cade grabbed my hand and tugged me closer to him. He put his arm around my shoulders. “Thank you for seeing us.”

      “Of course. Keep me in the loop.”

      After Cade ushered me to the edge of the platform, I wrapped my arms around him, and he flew us down to the first floor. When my feet hit the floor, I broke away from him.

      “He’s a pompous ass. He’s not even listening to what we’re telling him.”

      “It is all conjecture at this point, Nic. We don’t know for sure that is what he wants to use Pegasus for.”

      I gave him a dubious look. “You know we’re right. We didn’t jump all over time for no reason.”

      “Look, I’ll go to Olympus and make sure the Hours are warned. That’s really all we can do right now.”

      “And what am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”

      “Get some rest. Train. Get back in fighting shape.”

      “Both of those things are boring.”

      That made him chuckle.

      “And you don’t think I’m in shape?” I flexed my arm. There was the tiniest of a bicep bump.

      “I think you are perfect.”

      He walked me to my room, and we stood there at the closed door awkwardly. Briefly, I thought about inviting him in, but I was pretty sure he’d make up some excuse about how he had to get to Olympus like right now, so I didn’t bother. I didn’t really want to be rejected right now.

      Seeming uncomfortable, he rubbed his arm. “Ah, maybe we should talk about last night.”

      “Should we? Why?”

      “I don’t know, so we’re on the same page…”

      “The page we are on, Cade, is that we had sex. We were both feeling raw and vulnerable, and we succumbed to years of pent-up attraction for each other. It doesn’t need to be any more than that, does it?” I gave him a pointed look. “I mean, it can’t be more, can it? Not with our past getting in the way.”

      Cade’s hand lifted to touch me, but he thought better of it, and shoved it into his pants’ pocket. “It was more than just sex, and we both know it.”

      “Okay, so it was great sex.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do, but it doesn’t matter. We both feel too guilty to do anything about it.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, knowing I was right. I hated being right. For once I wanted so desperately to be wrong, and for Cade would just grab me and throw me up against the wall, then kiss me silly.

      “I’ll tell Tinker to come stay with you until I’m back. I’ll keep in touch and let you know if I hear or see anything.”

      “Awesome. Sounds just marvelous.” I rolled my eyes.

      With a resigned nod, he turned and left. His steps suddenly stopped halfway down the corridor, and he marched back to me. Cade grabbed me by my upper arms, and yanked me to him. Without warning, he smashed his mouth to mine, and kissed me until I couldn’t breathe. Once was done, he set me down, and walked away.

      I couldn’t stop the stupid grin that spread across my face. Maybe we’d get through this together, despite all the bullshit that kept us apart. Time would tell. As it did with just about everything. We knew that better than most.
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      CADE

      As I walked away from Nicole, I mentally gave myself a slap in the face. What was I thinking kissing her like that? It acted like a promise to something more between us. A promise I wasn’t sure I could keep. I was an asshole.

      Upon returning to my room, I found Tinker still in the corner—asleep but fully charged. The instant I unplugged him, his eyes flickered open.

      “Good morning, Cade.”

      “Good morning, Tink.” It wasn’t morning, it was night, but he said that every time he awoke from his charging sleep mode.

      I grabbed my backpack and shoved some clothes and other things I might need into it.

      “Where are we going?” Tinker asked as he wheeled closer, to see if there was something he could do to help. Grabbing more clothes, he put them in my bag. Clothes I didn’t need, so I had to put them back into the drawer and shut it before he did it again.

      “I’m going to Olympus on a scouting mission, and you’re going to go stay with Nicole.”

      “What is my mission?”

      “To keep her out of trouble.”

      A few quick bleeps sputtered out of him. “I suspect my mission will be extremely difficult and wrought with danger.”

      “I suspect that as well,” I admitted with a chuckle. “But you just do the best you can.” I sat down on the edge of my bed and sighed. “Just be there for her, Tink. She needs a friend.”

      “And I am her best friend,” he added proudly.

      “Yes, you are. You’re mine too.”

      He happily blooped, then reached out one of his claw hands and tried to hold mine. I let him, because it was very sweet, I just wouldn’t tell anyone about it. Not even Nicole. She’d take the piss, as she used to like to say.

      Slinging my bag over my shoulder I left my room. Once Tinker and I said our goodbyes, he wheeled down the corridor toward Nicole’s room while I headed toward the tower. At the top, I unlocked the “door” to the realm of Olympus and walked through it.

      As usual, I emerged in the garden. Because it was night and not day, I was greeted by the biggest and fullest moon possible. Moonlight cascaded over the flowers and plants in the garden, and I was struck at how beautiful everything was there, no matter the time or day or the season.

      While I walked the path toward the main temple, I spotted movement near the willow trees. A woman in a dark violet robe, violet skin and hair, moved in my direction. Every now and then I would lose sight of her, because she would blend into the darkness around us, but then the shadows would shift again and I could see her approaching. It was a bit unnerving.

      “Good evening, Cade. It is most pleasant to see you. We have not crossed paths in many months.”

      “Good evening, Arctos. Yes, it has been that long. I’m not often in Olympus at this late hour, but I was hoping to find you.”

      “Well, I am happy to be found.” She smiled.

      “I don’t want to alarm you, but it’s quite possible that an evil man we call the Corpse King, might come to Olympus to kidnap you and your sisters.”

      “Oh, well now, that is quite alarming.”

      “I thought I should warn you. I want you and the others to be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Thank you for the warning, Cade. It is most appreciated. Although we are in the safest possible place in the universe, I will inform my sisters of the potential threat.”

      “I plan to remain in Olympus to keep an eye on things,” I assured, nodding. “I will inform the guards as well, so they can keep an eye on you and your sisters as you take your walks through the garden.”

      Reaching out, Arctos lightly touched my hand, causing a cold shiver to rush down my spine. Then she turned and continued her nightly walk over the grounds of the mountain.

      I watched her leave for a moment, keeping my gaze on the sky for a flash of white, then continued to the temple. First, I needed to stash my bag in the room I used to live in, then I could start the process of informing the guards and other keepers about the Corpse King.

      The corridors were fairly empty in the temple as I walked through them, heading to the wing where all the workers in Olympus lived. At one time, I suspected this wing was called the servants quarters, and sometimes I did feel like one here.

      I mean, I didn’t get paid in any real manner for the work I did. In the end, I understood it was for the greater good, and I wasn’t going anywhere, so I didn’t require a bank account full of money. I had a room to sleep in, all the food and drink I needed and wanted, entertainment, and a purpose.

      When I reached my room, I opened the door and went in without turning on the lights. It wasn’t needed, I could move through the room blindfolded. I tossed my bag down near the closet, and went to sit on the bed, when I heard a soft shuffling sound. Flicking my fingers together, a yellow ball of light ignited in my hand, and I waved it toward the bed to see someone moving under the covers.

      I pulled the covers and Iris jolted up, trying to yank the covers back over herself. Thankfully, she was wearing a pajamas.

      “Cade! What are you doing?”

      Marching over to the table, I turned on the lamp. “What are you doing here? This my room.”

      “You haven’t been in it for months, so I didn’t think it was a big deal to sleep here.”

      “What’s wrong with your room? It’s bigger and has more comforts. It’s an executive suite in fact.”

      She pulled the blanket up to her nose and inhaled. “I wanted to be close to you. I miss you. I hated the way we left it the last time we saw each other.”

      Sighing, I went and sat in the chair opposite to the bed. “I’m sorry, Iris. You just really surprised me and I’m a bit on edge.”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should tell her anything. She was in a fragile state, and I didn’t want to unnecessarily upset her. “Nothing to worry about. I’m just here to make sure all the systems are working properly.”

      Her hand patted the bed beside her. “Come here and I’ll give you one of my famous shoulder massages. I remember how much you loved them.”

      “Iris…”

      “No strings attached. Just one friend helping another. We are friends still, aren’t we, Cade?”

      “Of course we are.”

      “Then get your butt over here.” She patted the bed again.

      Without any excuses left to give her that wouldn’t hurt her feelings, I went to sit next to her. The guilt of having sex with Nicole was still raw in my gut, so I definitely didn’t want to upset her needlessly.

      Kneeling on the mattress, Iris positioned herself behind me, so she could access my shoulders. Her hands rested on my neck, beginning to knead and rub my muscles. I did love her massages. She was really good at them, and they always left me feeling relaxed. I was overly tense, so I appreciated the offer.

      “Gods, your muscles are tight.” She really pressed her thumbs into my trapezoids. “What have you been doing that’s so intense and vigorous?”

      I hated that I could feel my face flushing. Thankfully, it was still pretty dim in the room, and she wasn’t facing me. The last thing I wanted was to have to explain my reaction to her.

      “I’ve been doing some extra training. Keeping my skills sharp.”

      “Oh, I thought it was because you’ve been running around with Nicole Walker.” Her hands pressed hard into my shoulders, her short nails purposely digging into them.

      Shocked, I pulled away from her, and got off the bed, facing her.

      “I still have friends in the academy. They keep me up to date on things.”

      “You’re spying on me?” My blood began to boil, but there was also dread coursing through me.

      She frowned and sat back on her heels. “No. It’s not like that.”

      “Sounds like that to me, Iris.”

      “I’m lonely here, Cade. You left me, remember? I like knowing what is going on at the academy, since I can’t be there.”

      Frustration rose, and I scrubbed my face, getting momentously tired by the second. We’d had this conversation before. And before. And before.

      “But you can be there, Iris. You could come back to the academy to train and be useful again.”

      Her eyes narrowed into slits. “Are you saying I’m useless?”

      I threw up my hands in the air. “No! Gods, that’s not what I’m saying. You’re putting words in my mouth, as usual.”

      She’d been doing that lately. Making assumptions about what I was thinking, doing, or saying, just because I didn’t always say things quickly enough, or exactly what she wanted to hear. It was exhausting to always be walking on eggshells with her, and one of the reasons I’d left Olympus to go back to the academy.

      Pouting, Iris reached a hand toward me. “I don’t want to fight. Come here and hug me.”

      “I don’t want to fight either.”

      Still, I didn’t return to the bed. I didn’t want to hug her, because I knew what she wanted it to turn into. It was one of her many ploys of keeping us in some sort of relationship. A hug would lead to a kiss, a kiss would lead to some heavy petting, then, most likely, it would lead to sex. She always initiated it, and I was too much of a coward, too riddled with guilt at what had happened to her, to say no and disappoint her.

      But I didn’t want to go down that path with her anymore.

      Her eyes widened as she scowled, her lips pressing into a thin, cold line. “How can you be friends with her, again, after what she did to me?”

      Silence was my only answer, because I didn’t want to tell her that I wasn’t convinced what happened all those years ago, on the obstacle course, had been purposeful. I still believed it had been an accident, and that Nicole was so overwrought with guilt, that she accepted the Gods’ decision to wipe her memory and banish her from the academy.

      To be tossed out, literally, onto the streets to fend for herself. She wouldn’t admit it back then, even when I begged her to tell me the truth. Of course, she couldn’t tell me now either, as she didn’t have her memories of it, but I believed it. The Nicole I had… loved—I might as well admit it to myself now—didn’t have that type of cruelty and hate inside of her.

      No one could tell me or prove to me otherwise.

      “Because I believe in forgiveness, Iris. I believe in redemption. I think we all have the capacity to do bad things, but people can, and do, change.”

      She didn’t say anything, just glared at me for the longest time. Finally, she got out of the bed, and left the room, slamming the door shut behind her. I should’ve gone after her, but I was too tired to, and I had a job to do.

      After stowing my bag away, I left the room, and went in search of the temple guards. None could be found in the main pantheon, which was odd. There were usually two or three patrolling the corridors, even at this time of night.

      Walking out the main exit to the veranda, I continued searching. There were usually a couple of guards there as well, watching over the entrance and the path to the garden. Yet, the veranda was empty of any sign of them. A ball of dread swelled in my gut. There could’ve been a logical explanation for it, but something told me it was more than that.

      My gaze scanned the foliage and flora for some sign of danger as I rushed down the path to the garden. I went to the willow trees where Arcus usually spent her time when she was convalescing in the garden.

      “Arcus?” I called out with urgency.

      I didn’t get an answer, but I did see a flash of white streak by in the sky. The Corpse King was here.
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      NICOLE

      I knew I should’ve been sleeping, resting, or maybe even training, but those things were too boring for me right now. Everything in me said I needed to get prepared for what I knew was going to happen.

      For the past few days, I’d felt woefully untrained and in need of constant rescue—I wanted to change that. I didn’t want to rely on Cade to fly me places, regardless of how good it felt to be pressed that close to him.

      Along the way to Hephaistos’s forge, I ran into Tinker. Or I should’ve said, he literally ran into me, blocking me from going down the stone staircase to the underground.

      “Where are you going, Nicole?”

      “I think you know where I’m going, Tink.”

      “Cade thought you might want to rest.”

      “Well, Cade isn’t here, and I’m going to do what I want to do. And right now, that’s going to the forge and seeing if Hephaistos has finished making my wings.” Stepping around the robot, I started down the steps. I glanced over my shoulder at him, as he pouted. He’d even made a little whiny sounds, it was quite pathetic. “Aren’t you coming?”

      He perked up and switched his regular wheels, so he could come down the stairs without falling. When we reached the bottom, he wheeled through the big open doors beside me, humming a spritely tune. I chuckled.

      Upon entering the forge, I heard voices coming from the highest platform. Leaving Tinker on the main level to wheel around at his leisure, I ran up the rickety stone steps to the top, and found Hephaistos there with Dionysus, and Demeter. It looked like they were several drinks into a long night of drinking.

      Hephaistos’s deep scowl deepened even further when he spotted me, creating large creases in his forehead. “What in the blazes are you doing here?”

      “What in the blazes are you guys doing?” Picking up the jug on the stone table they were all leaning on, I sniffed it. It was wine. “Having a wee party?”

      Demeter took a puff on the joint hanging between her lips. “I’d forgotten how funny you were.”

      “Yeah, I’m a joke a minute.”

      “What are you doing here?” Hephaistos demanded again—with a growl that time.

      “I’ve come to see if you’ve finished my wings. I need them.”

      “What for?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Battle.”

      “Girl, we’re in peace times. There are no battles.” He poured himself another full cup and gulped it. It almost sounded like he hated peace times.

      “You never know when a battle is on the horizon.” My attention shifted to Dionysus. He was leaning on the table, rather precariously, staring at me.

      “I remember you from somewhere,” he admitted.

      “Ah, yeah. I was here three years ago for training.”

      He frowned, rolling his bottom lip up. “Nope. That’s not it.”

      “I’m sure it will come to you.” I grabbed the jug of wine and chugged a bit. “Hmm, this tastes a bit Figgy to me.”

      Dionysus’s eyes went wide, and I had to suppress a chuckle. Deciding to let him deal with that childhood trauma, I turned back to Hephaistos. “Can I please have my wings?”

      “Ugh. You are a giant pain in my ass.”

      “I know, but I’m fun, right?”

      “Debatable,” he grumbled, but he did push away from the table and started down the steps to the main floor, where he kept all of his finished pieces.

      Dionysus and Demeter didn’t follow. They were obviously more interested in their drinks. I, on the other hand, nearly tripped and fell into the canals of molten metal, I was so jazzed.

      Hephaistos moved toward his wall of shields and swords, removing a very bulky, folded brass piece. It looked really heavy. “Come here. Turn around.”

      Happily, I did as he instructed. I was vibrating with excitement.

      “Hold out your arms.”

      Once I did, he slid on two thick leather straps, much like the straps of a backpack, over my shoulders. There was another leather piece that he buckled around my ribs, just above my waist. When he was done, he took a step back, and I felt the full weight of what he’d just strapped onto my back. I nearly fell backwards.

      “You’re going to have to hunch over, at least until your back gets strong enough to support the weight of the mechanics.”

      Bending my knees, I leaned forward a little. It felt a bit easier.

      “There are buttons on the underside of each strap. Push them to expand your wings.”

      Curious, I slid my hands under the straps, but Hephaistos grabbed me and pulled me away from his workstation. “Careful, you’ll knock everything off the walls.”

      Nodding, I moved out from the corner and into an open area of the forge. I took in a deep breath, crazy excited for this moment, then pushed the buttons on the underside of the straps. A whir and a pop echoed in the air, and then an incredible amount of pain captured my shoulder blades, as my wings snapped open on either side of me.

      “What the bloody hell!” I reached over my shoulder to try and feel what the hell had just pierced me.

      “Don’t touch the cables. They are imbedded into your back muscles, so you can fly without having to flap your arms. It simulates the exact thing your peers experience when their wings come out.”

      The pain began to subside, but there was still a bit of throbbing radiating out down the back of my arms. “You could’ve warned me.”

      “Yeah, but what fun would that have been for me?”

      I shook my head, but when I looked at each of my metal wings the anger vanished. What I was seeing was way too cool to be ruined.

      “Tink, get me a mirror. I want to see what they look like.”

      I didn’t know where he got it from, but he rolled over toward me, carrying a large piece of reflective glass.

      Hephaistos frowned at him. “You better not have torn that off the wall.”

      The moment Tinker held it front of me, I gasped at how bloody cool I looked.

      Each wing was a combination of brass and black metal, with brass gears affixed to two flexible points. Using my back muscles, I tried to flex them. At first, I couldn’t move them much, then I pulled down and my wings expanded just that little bit further that made me look bad ass.

      “Wow. This is the coolest shit I’ve ever seen. Heph, you are a genius, mate!”

      The God didn’t blush, I didn’t think he had the capabilities, but he did look a bit embarrassed by the praise I was heaping on him. “Just don’t kill yourself with them.”

      “Now, how do I fly?”

      “Try squeezing with your back muscles. If that doesn’t work, there is a failsafe I built in.” Coming over to my side, he pointed to a switch on the strap wrapped around my middle. “Flick that and your wings will flap by themselves. But you won’t have as much control on them as you would if you were moving them with your body.”

      Desperate to take to the sky, I flicked the switch despite Hephaistos’s warnings. My wings immediately moved down, then up, and then down again, and my feet soon left the ground. I wobbled at bit as I tried to stay balanced, until I was hovering a few feet above the floor.

      “This is awesome!” I shouted, grinning like a maniac.

      I must’ve been too excited, my body moving around, because I immediately shot up toward the rocky ceiling of the forge. My wings flapped harder and faster than before.

      Oh shit. I was going to crash into the ceiling or the wall.

      As I soared above the forge, I saw Dionysus and Demeter pointing at me. Demeter offered a little wave as I tried to figure out how the bloody hell I was going to prevent myself from crashing into the rock and die, like a bug on a windshield. Not having any other option, I flicked off the switch.

      My wings stopped flapping and I immediately started to drop to the ground.

      Now, instead of being squished like a bug against the ceiling, I was going to go splat onto the stone floor. Not really the better option.

      I leaned forward, kicking my legs out behind me, then squeezed my back muscles, relaxed them, then squeezed again. Tinker wheeled around on the floor below me, his arms extended, like he was going to catch me. Urgency filled me, so I closed my eyes and squeezed my back again as much as I could. If I was going to break every bone in my body, I didn’t want to see it.

      Then it happened. I could feel my descent slow. I opened my eyes and soared over the forge, my wings slowly flapping, keeping me airborne instead of doing a nosedive. Excited, I let out a very enthusiastic whoop! Dionysus and Demeter joined in, while also toasting me with their wine cups.

      I did a few more swoops over the forge, trying to figure out how to land without breaking my legs and ankles. Slowly, I squeezed my back again, but didn’t let it relax so I could slowly drift down to the ground. When my feet hit the floor, I relaxed and my wings drooped, though not equally, so I stumbled to the right and had to put my hand out, or else I would run into the stone staircase.

      Tinker rolled over to me, happily bleeping and blooping. “You did it, Nicole. You flew like a bird!”

      Sweat rolled down my back and face. Flying was hard work, especially with metal wings.

      Hephaistos regarded me. It almost looked like he was impressed. “At least you didn’t crash into anything. I would’ve been pissed if you had.”

      That brought a smile to my face. “Now, how do I fold my wings?”

      “Press the buttons on the straps.”

      Glancing down, I did, and my wings retracted into the backpack-like unit strapped to my back. I felt the cords pop out of my skin, slithering back into the pack—like tiny metal snakes.

      “Think I’m ready to go into battle?” I joked.

      Before he could answer, Prometheus swept into the forge with a sense of urgency. “I heard from Cade. You were right. The Corpse King is after the Hours.”

      Hephaistos looked me right in the eyes. “Looks like you’re going to get your answer soon enough.”
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      NICOLE

      My heart leapt in my throat. “Is Cade all right?”

      “Yes, but we should go, now.” Prometheus waved his hands in a circle in front of him, immediately producing a black mist.

      Startled, I glanced around, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.

      Hephaistos apparently did. He patted me on the shoulder and handed me a sword. “Good luck.”

      I tried to lift it, but it was really heavy. “You got a couple of daggers lying around instead?”

      Taking the sword back, he replaced it with two wicked looking knives, giving me two leg straps as sheaths too. Hephaistos fixed me up, and shoved me toward Prometheus. “Good to go.”

      “You are not coming?”

      He shrugged. “This is what you’ve all been trained for. To fight the battles. I’m sitting this one out. It doesn’t concern me.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to change your mind about that.” I nodded to Prometheus. “Let’s go.”

      He stepped into the dark shimmering fog and disappeared. I followed him in, having no clue what to expect. I didn’t have to wait long or even ponder what the hell was happening, before I walked out the mist and into a gorgeous moonlit garden, blooming with lush foliage. Cade immediately stepped into view.

      “Where are the others?” he asked Prometheus.

      “They’re on their way.”

      His eyes narrowed when he looked at me. “What is on your back?”

      “My wings. I got them from Hephaistos. I was tired of relying on you for rides.”

      “I don’t mind giving you rides,” he defended.

      Prometheus stepped up in between us. “What is the situation?”

      “The guards aren’t at their posts. I can’t find Arcus, who at this time of night would be here in the garden, and I saw the Pegasus fly by.”

      “But you haven’t seen the Corpse King or any of the undead?”

      He shook his head.

      “Are you one hundred percent sure it was the Pegasus you saw? We had a flock of Stymphalian birds migrate up here a few hundred years ago. They are nasty, mean birds, and they can have white feathers.”

      “It wasn’t a flock of Stymphalian birds.”

      He patted Cade on the shoulder, and it was a bit condescending in my opinion. By the look on Cade’s face, he thought so too. “Where are the other Hours?”

      “They should be in their chambers in the temple.”

      “Okay. Why don’t the two of you check on them, while I do a perimeter check of the garden.”

      For a moment, Cade hesitated, but finally nodded. “Let’s go, Nic.”

      He marched out of the garden toward the large main temple, set up on a sort of hill, and I followed him. When I caught up to Cade, I studied his profile. He was pissed off about something.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t like that Prometheus isn’t taking this seriously.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that. The others aren’t either. When he come to get me, I was with Hephaistos, Dionysus, and Demeter. They were all drinking and had no intention of coming with me.”

      “I’m not surprised by that,” he admitted. “None of the Gods came with us when we were sent out to prevent disasters or do a bunch of humanitarian work. I know that during the troubles last year, none of them really helped Melany, Lucian, and the others. Not directly anyway. There was some scheming behind the scenes.”

      “But Melany and her team were actually fighting against the Gods, weren’t they?”

      He nodded.

      “Maybe Prometheus and the other Gods don’t see any threat to themselves, so they don’t really give a shit,” I offered as an explanation.

      “Maybe not. Although, we both know they’re wrong about that.”

      Once inside the temple, Cade led me across the courtyard to the back side, where a whole other building seemed to reside. It was like an 18th century castle in there, with separate wings. We walked down a wide corridor with a multitude of rooms on either side.

      “Do they each have their own room?” I asked.

      “Yes. They spend most of their existence in their rooms. The only time they are outside the temple walls, is when they are in the garden during their allotment.”

      I cringed. “That kind of sounds horrible.”

      “It isn’t horrible or amazing. It’s just what occurs. They don’t think about it.”

      The thought of having no free will made me shudder. Of just having one singular purpose and doing it over and over again for eternity. “Maybe they do, and they just don’t tell anyone.” That would probably drive a thinking person completely insane.

      Cade stopped at one of the closed doors and knocked. “Auge,” he called through the door. “It’s Cade. I’m coming in.” After waiting for about three seconds, he opened the door and stepped inside the room.

      Too curious to stay in the hallway, I followed him into the large, and opulently decorated palace suite that was dimly lit from sconces on the wall. Everything was cream, beige, and gold, including the floors, walls, ceiling, and every piece of furniture.

      The living room had several loungers situated around the room, plumped high with silky pillows. There were endless bookshelves along the walls—I supposed to help pass the time. Although, I suspected there weren’t enough books in the world to fill the eons. Also on those shelves, was a set of porcelain dolls. On the floor beneath them, I spotted a large doll house that resembled the room where we stood.

      I frowned at the strangeness of it.

      Before I could ask, Cade crossed the living room to a set of double doors that I assumed led to the bedroom. He knocked on those. “Auge?” He waited again for about three seconds, then opened the doors and entered.

      Her room was dark, and at first, I thought it was empty, until the ruffling of bed covers echoed in the space, followed by a sleepy yawn.

      “Hello?” The voice was small and quiet. Not a voice I expected from a woman.

      “Auge? It’s Cade. I’m very sorry to wake you.”

      Light slowly filled the room from the sconces on the walls, allowing me to see the large canopy bed. In it was a little girl. She appeared to be no older than nine or ten.

      Her hands rubbed sleepily at her eyes, and she smiled when she spotted me behind Cade.

      “Auge, this is my friend, Nicole.”

      “Hello, Nicole,” she greeted so sweetly.

      “Hey,” I replied, completely taken by surprise by her appearance. I’d expected a young woman, like all the other Goddesses. I’d never seen a young Goddess or God. Except for baby Dionysus, which was a large poke in the brain.

      “Auge, have you seen Arctos? Did she come to wake you earlier than usual?” Cade asked her as she continued to yawn and rub at her eyes. Obviously, it was not time for her walk through the garden of Olympus.

      She shook her head. “No, why would she do that? It is not the solstice yet.”

      Cade seemed to relax a little.

      “Is there something wrong, Cade?”

      “No, everything’s fine.” He gave her a sweet smile and started to back up out of the room. “We will let you go back to sleep, Auge.”

      I turned to leave with him but stopped in the threshold. There was something off about the space. The main door was open, when I was sure I’d closed it behind me, and there was a faint dank odor in the air. Like mothballs in an old trunk put away in the attic. There was absolutely nothing in this suite that could possibly give off that smell.

      “What’s wrong?” Cade asked.

      Before I could answer, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and one of the undead leapt at me from my left. It had obviously been pressed against the wall, hiding in the shadows where I couldn’t immediately see it. Hooked, crooked fingers dug into my neck as it tried to choke me, pushing me to the ground. The momentum of its attack, plus the heft of the wing pack on my back made me stumble backward, and I hit the wall.

      Cade came running to my aid but was stopped by another undead, who swung a bulky metal chain toward him. The end of the chain hit Cade in the back and sent him sprawling forward. He fell onto his knees, barely missing the glass coffee table.

      Frantically, I tried to pull the zombie off me, but it was digging its fingers into my skin. Pain zipped across my head and chest when its ragged nails cut me. I reached down along my right leg and withdrew the dagger strapped there. Stabbing the corpse clinging to me would do nothing, and I knew that, so I had to be clever.

      Instead of plunging the blade into its nonexistence gut, I sawed at its hands until I’d cut through the bone at its wrists, and it fell off me, no longer able to hold my neck. Completely freaked out, I yanked its hands—still clinging to me—and tossed them to the floor. I was definitely going to have nightmares about that.

      The undead attempted to attack me again, but without hands, it resorted to trying to bite me with jagged and broken teeth. Grabbing it by the forehead, I pushed him, keeping him back.

      Concentrating on my hand, I pushed my fire power into my fingers and palms. I did it slowly, so I didn’t ignite the whole room on fire like I’d done back in the barn during the first undead attack. A few seconds later, the corpse’s head started to singe, the stench of its few remaining hairs burning stung my nose, then poof, its entire body disintegrated into an ash pile on the floor.

      My gaze lifted from the floor, to find Cade trading blows with the other undead—Cade with a sword, the creature with that heavy metal chain. Unfortunately, the chain seemed to be inflicting more damage. Cade was favoring his right leg where it must’ve hit.

      “Take Auge,” he shouted at me. “Get her somewhere safe.”

      I didn’t want to leave him, but I knew that the little girl was important. I rushed to the bed, where she still sat, blinking sleepily as if two corpses hadn’t just broken into her room.

      Pulling the blanket away from her, I grabbed her little hand. “Time to go.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, but didn’t put up a fight as I drew her from the bed.

      “Somewhere safe for you.”

      “Okay,” she murmured.

      When I pulled her out of the bedroom, the undead fighting Cade turned toward us, swinging the chain in our direction. Clutching the girl, I threw us to the ground, feeling the metal whip swing above us. The links vibrated, rattling in the air when it passed over our heads.

      Once it was gone, I picked Auge up—she was so light in my arms—and ran out of the suite, although I desperately wanted to stay and help Cade. I had to trust that he could defend himself.

      I sprinted down the hallway, seeing that every previously closed door was now open, and burst out into the courtyard. I had to find Prometheus, so he could get us off Olympus and down to the academy. Auge would most definitely be safe there, behind its fortified walls and with an army to protect her. An army that I realized now, had not been called about this situation.

      With the little Hour still in my arms, I ran across the courtyard and back toward the main temple. As we moved through the various chambers, I spotted a few palace guards on the ground, blood pooling around their bodies. There were obviously a lot more undead in Olympus than the two who had come into Auge’s suite, and they had been busy.

      We were just about to cross the main exit to the garden, when I saw movement in my peripheral vision. Someone approached me. I turned just as Iris lifted her hand and slapped me across the face. The blow whipped my head to the side, and I fumbled, struggling to keep my hold on Auge. She dropped to the ground.

      “You bitch!” Iris shrieked. “How dare you show up here!” She lifted her hand to strike me again, but I wrapped my hands around her wrists to stop her.

      “Iris, stop. You don’t know what’s actually going on right now. Olympus is under attack.”

      “You’re a liar!” She struggled really hard in my grip, yanking and pulling, until she was able to free herself.

      Before Iris could attack me again, I backed up and whipped around, looking for the little girl. “Auge?!” She wasn’t in view. I couldn’t see her anywhere in the chamber. “Auge?!” I shouted, terrified.

      “Nicole!”

      When I looked up, I found Cade running across the chamber from the courtyard. He still favored his right leg.

      “What happened?” I asked him.

      “It knocked me down and ran out of the suite. I couldn’t catch him.” His gaze swept the room, pausing a second on Iris. “Where’s Auge?”

      “I don’t know, she fell out of my arms when I was… interrupted.” I gestured to Iris.

      Scowling, Iris’s gaze bounced from Cade to me. “What the hell is going on? Did she come here with you? How dare you bring her with you?”

      “Shut up, Iris,” he growled. “This isn’t about you.”

      She gasped, but something about this tone must’ve gotten through, because she clamped her lips tight and didn’t speak further.

      “She fell next to me, but must’ve wandered out to the garden,” I urged.

      Nodding, Cade and I ran outside, leaving Iris to gape some more after us.

      The moment we entered the garden, two more of the undead launched at us. Cade swung his sword and cut one of them right in half. The other, that also carried a broad sword, jumped into the fray, attacking Cade. They traded blow after blow.

      I started to run around, looking for Auge. At first, I didn’t see her, but then the powerful whoosh of a large set of wings reverberated from the sky, and my gaze drifted upwards. The Pegasus was climbing high into the air. Twelve thick chains hung from around its body, and wrapped up in each chain was a person. An Hour.

      The last one, dangling the lowest, was Auge.

      Pegasus started to fade in the sky the farther it flew, while the Corpse King kicked at its sides, encouraging the beast to fly faster. Then the sky turned white, like the blank page of a word program on a computer screen. It was the freakiest thing I’d ever seen, and that was saying something considering all that I’d been through lately.

      No, I couldn’t let them get away.

      Heart slamming against my chest, I searched the garden, trying to figure out my options. Cade was still battling with the undead, and another one had joined the fight. I had to do something, and it was now or never.

      I pushed the buttons on my pack straps and my wings shot out to the sides, connecting with my back muscles. Flicking the switch on my waist strap, I engaged them and felt them immediately start to flap, pulling me up and off the ground. I shot toward the Pegasus.

      I tried to control my ascent by squeezing my back muscles, but I was more concerned with actually reaching the Pegasus, than what angle I’d be in once I did. When I’d reached the lowest chain, I tried to grab Auge, but I couldn’t do it fast enough before I was propelled even higher.

      Suddenly hovering at the same level as the Corpse King, I unsheathed my other dagger, intent on stabbing him with it and forcing him to guide the horse back down, but he was ready for me.

      “Hello, Nicole,” he growled through his twisted muzzle. “Join me in my revenge against the Gods. I know they have wronged you as well.”

      He offered his gnarled, gangly hand to me.

      For a moment, I forgot about the twisted corpse in front of me, and remembered the man who’d been destroyed by Zeus’s cruelty. I remembered seeing the dead bodies of his sons, piled high by the Gods in the city square. I remembered how sick with anger it had made me.

      Then I reached out and took his hand.
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      NICOLE

      I struggled hard to continue to flap my metal wings to keep airborne next to the giant flying horse Pegasus as it kept rising in the wide-open sky, urged on by the terrifying Corpse King kicking the beast in the sides. The clink of the thick, heavy metal chains hanging draped across the horse’s back echoed in my ears, representative of the twelve excruciating hours wrapped up at end of each unbreakable metal link. None of them made any noise. No screams, no shouts to be set free. Nothing but silence. It was eerie, unsettling down to the marrow of my bones. If that had been me bound in chains and being unceremoniously carted away from the only home I’d ever known, I’d be screaming like a banshee, flailing and struggling so hard that there was no way the perverted Pegasus could carry me out of there. Beyond the metallic sounds of the thick, rusted chains—or was that blood?—I could hear shouts from down below in the garden of Olympus. Cade was shouting up at me, his voice frantic, but I couldn’t discern what he was saying. Probably something about not doing what I was about to do.

      Been there, done that, unfortunately not buying the T-shirt.

      Shuddering, I clasped the Corpse King’s gnarled, gangly hand with my own sweaty one and opened my mind, thinking about all the pain and trauma he’d suffered from the Gods. The terror and horror. I met his fierce, penetrating gaze as if I couldn’t look anywhere else, and thought about my own suffering at Zeus’s hand. I had every reason in the world to join the Corpse King in his quest for revenge. I was more than justified. In some way, it made sense for me to take him up on his offer for a partnership. The Gods had done nothing but hurt me, put me through unimaginable tortures, and on some level, I was tempted. I thirsted for the revenge that the Corpse King promised, but still, I couldn’t do it.

      “I feel sorry for you, but I won’t join you. You’re going to hurt too many people.” I felt both regret and relief as I spoke. I’d made my decision. No going back now.

      He snarled, the sound oozing with oily contempt. “You’re a fool and a coward.”

      “Maybe. We’ll see.” I sucked in a deep breath, trying not to be distracted by that remaining tendril that pondered, what if. Because being a hero was exhausting, frankly.

      Too bad it was who I was, down to the core.

      “Yes,” he growled. “We certainly will. See.”

      As I squeezed his hand tighter, I tried to yank him off the back of the flying horse, my muscles straining tight. But while I did that, he countered by pulling me forward; my knee pressed into Pegasus’s flank. The beast let out a startled whinny, and I felt as though I was being strung out on some medieval torture device, my muscles and bones being stretched further than they wanted to go.

      I struggled in the Corpse King’s grip, trying to get away, but he was strong. Stronger than I’d given him credit for.

      “I know who you are. I have seen you,” he snarled in my face. The air that came out of his mouth was putrid and I nearly gagged as the odor permeated my nostrils, clogging them up, like sniffing exhaust fumes. It was so noxious I could have sworn it was visible, a viscous ooze sliming its way through the air.

      I didn’t like the fact that he’d recognized me, it sent an ominous shiver skating down my spine. I kept trying to pull away from him, but everything, my hands, my legs, my wings, seemed to be tangled in his grip. He was impossibly everywhere. I was afraid to move closer to Pegasus, as I didn’t want to hurt the horse, and the cut of my metal wings would definitely slice through the glorious beast like butter. So I squeezed my shoulder blades together to pull the wings in a little. But when I did that, I was no longer supported by the air, and I could feel myself starting to fall.

      “Shit.” I struggled some more. He was so strong, I couldn’t loosen his grip, even with my own not inconsiderable power. How was he so strong? He was nothing but a cage of brittle bones. Still, I only had one option. I brought my other hand up, the one that carried the knife.

      He must’ve realized what I was about to do, because he grabbed me around the neck, my hair entwined in his skeletal fingers and yanked me even closer to him, as he kicked Pegasus in the sides to increase his ascent into the sky. My eyes watered at the stinging pain in my scalp.

      “I will never let you go.”

      My stomach was in knots as I jammed the tip of my blade into his wrist. I didn’t want to do this, but I would do it to get free. I just wanted to be free. I wanted to be anywhere but here, in this moment. The moment that thought filled my head, I could feel the air around us start to vibrate, heat, and shimmer with unusual colors. My eyes widened, the rushing air making them water, while my heart leapt into my throat, when I realized what was about to happen.

      Everything around me went stark white. There was nothingness for a split second, an inexplicable void, then I was back in the square in front of the temple as people were screaming and running about. Lycaon before he became the Corpse King stood on the temple veranda screaming with bloodthirsty howls, as his sons in wolf form sprinted into the town streets, and surrounding clump of trees as Ares and Aphrodite shot arrow after deadly arrow killing as many as they could.

      Damn it! This was the last place I wanted to come back to.

      But I wasn’t alone. The Corpse King was with me, his hands still clutching me around the neck. His hands were so skeletal, they felt like a ligature, and I couldn’t recommend it.

      Startled, he loosened his grip and gaped at the scene happening around us. A few townspeople stopped and stared at me and him, probably confused and scared that we’d suddenly just shown up in the square from thin air. Oh, and they were probably freaked out about the Corpse King’s appearance. He was literally a walking corpse with missing flesh and bone, tattered scraps for clothes, and a bent, tarnished crown on a misshapen head. Also, there were my metal wings, huge and shining. Although considering where we were and the fact that dealing with the Gods was a routine part of these people’s lives, maybe they weren’t so frightened of his appearance. I mean, they had minotaurs and centaurs and Titans the size of mountains running around.

      Despite that misshapen face, I could see that the Corpse King was having difficulty processing what was going on right now. Not only was he looking at his younger self long before he died, which had to screw with a person’s head at least a little, this scene had happened during a moment in history over two thousand years ago. His gaze was fixed on someone across the square trying to help the people out of the temple and down the steps to the square. Me. He was watching me and Cade, and Tinker moving fallen columns of stone away from the blocked exits of the temple and guiding his citizens to safety.

      The Corpse King turned back to me, his voice fierce in his disbelief. “How is this possible?”

      I shrugged, as I really didn’t know for sure. I had suspected for a while now, but couldn’t confirm it. I guess now I just did. “We’ve jumped back in time.”

      “You can manipulate time.” He grinned at me, and it sent a shiver down my back. What the hell was making him so happy? He didn’t know how screwed we were.

      “I guess. I thought it was my pocket watch, and Cade and Tinker. But I suppose it’s just me.”

      More shouts of people and howls of pain from the son wolfs echoed around us. I could see the Corpse King shiver from the sound. It must’ve been torture all over again for him to be here, and witness this horrific scene all over again.

      He grabbed onto my arm again. “Take us back.”

      “I can’t. It’s not as easy as that.”

      “I demand you try!”

      I considered pulling away from him and running. Get away from him and try and jump back home, without him. It would solve so many of our problems. But something inside me, wouldn’t allow that. I couldn’t put this man, although I supposed he wasn’t really a man any more, through this hell again. It would’ve been cruel. It would’ve been something the Gods would’ve done. And I refused to act like them.

      As his grip tightened, his bony fingers pressing into my arm, I closed my eyes and pictured the garden in Olympus. I envisioned the scene we’d just been involved in. Flying in the air, fifty feet above the ground, the Corpse King riding Pegasus, me hovering in the air beside him, the twelve Hours wrapped in chains and dangling from the sides of the flying horse. I pictured the youngest hour’s face clearly in my mind. I’d failed to protect her from the Corpse King and his undead army.

      If I could get back to her, maybe I still had a chance to save her.

      At first nothing happened, and we remained at the edge of the temple square as the chaos surrounding us ensued. The Corpse King dug the tips of his skeletal fingers into my arm. Pain zipped up to my shoulder. I opened my eyes and looked down to see droplets of blood pool on my skin. I guess this was his way of getting me to keep trying.

      I could’ve told him, I wanted out of here just as much as he did.

      “Get us out of here or I will tear off your arm and eat it,” he growled.

      Well, that was pretty good incentive to be honest.

      But I didn’t like being bullied.

      “I could incinerate your ass and leave you here in a pile of ash if I wanted.” To make my point, tiny flames sparked on the tips of my fingers. He flinched. Obviously, he didn’t like fire. I imagined it was the only thing that could stop him. “So, quit making threats.”

      More determined than ever, I focused on getting us out of here and back to the Olympus. I closed my eyes again, and pictured the garden, and most of all I pictured Cade. I really wanted to go back to him. I felt like we had a second chance together. I imagined his eyes, and smile, and the way his hand felt on my skin, and his lips on mine, and the slight woodsy smell that seemed to cling to his skin.

      Squeezing my eyes tight, I thought about that and all the future possibilities with him.

      My body started to tingle as the air around us shimmered and vibrated. It was working, I just hoped I didn’t take us somewhere else. The last person I wanted to continually jump through time was the Corpse King. He was a huge buzz kill, plus a murderous, insane zombie.

      Another couple of seconds went by then I could feel a cool breeze on my face, the ends of hair lifted up from it. I heard the labored breath of a big beast as it moved, the flap of its huge wings producing even more wind. I opened my eyes to see that we were back, exactly in the same spot and time that we’d left.

      I did it. I got us back.

      The Corpse King still had a hold of my arm, and the nightmarish grin that bloomed across his misshapen face made my stomach roil. “I knew you were the key. You are destined to aid me in my plan.”

      “Not going to happen.” I finished what I had started before we’d jumped back into time. The blade went through his wrist, slicing through what flesh he had left and the brittle bones holding him together.

      Because I had my wings pulled in, I suddenly dropped as his hand severed from his body. He’d been the one holding me up. I went to push the button to expand them, when one of the stiff metal feathers along one wing tip got tangled in one of the chains hanging down from the Pegasus.

      I reached up to try and untangle it, but I couldn’t. Even as I struggled, we were getting further and further away from Olympus. Soon I wouldn’t have a choice but to go with the Corpse King and figure out later how to escape, if possible. I had to get away now.

      I pulled at my wing, thinking maybe it would be enough force to keep Pegasus from rising higher, but I was kidding myself. The winged horse was one of the most powerful beasts in existence. It could carry a giant if needed. And I was no giant. I was just a scrawny human with a pair of metal wings. I wasn’t even a real demigod. I had some powers but not enough to fight my way out of this situation.

      There was only one thing I could do.

      I unbuckled the wing straps over my shoulders and slid my arms out of them. Then I dropped.

      Why the hell was I always falling?

      And was Cade going to catch me this time?
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      CADE

      I swung my sword and cut off the head of the remaining undead soldier in the garden. Once he was dispatched, I took to the sky after the Pegasus and The Corpse King to join Nicole and stop them from leaving Olympus with the twelve Hours.

      Heart pounding, I watched as Nicole, her wicked metal wings mechanically flapping to keep her airborne, clasped hands with the Corpse King. For a moment it looked like she was going with him, that he’d made an offer to join him and she’d taken him up on it. I knew, deep down I knew that she wouldn’t, that it wasn’t who she was, but still I felt sick at the thought. I knew she’d suffered greatly at Zeus’s hand, and she held a lot of justified animosity toward the Gods, which she was not subtle about expressing but to join this revengeful king would be a drastic action. It would feel like a betrayal to be honest. To me.

      But then I noticed that she was trying to pull him off the back of the flying horse, not go with him and relief surged over me. I should never have doubted her.

      As I got closer to them, I had to really flap my wings for velocity, as the Pegasus was powerful and every flap of its wings was like three of mine, they suddenly disappeared. Nicole and the Corpse King just vanished. The Pegasus and the Hours were still there though, the beast slowing down a little since no one was on its back to push them forward. I halted, beating my wings just hard enough to tread air, my eyes frantically scanning back and forth over the spot where they’d disappeared.

      Then three seconds later, before I could even draw a deep breath, Nicole and the undead king reappeared.

      I felt my mouth fall open. I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. Although I’d had an inkling that this was possible swirling in my gut for a while now, I just never thought it would be confirmed like this. What exactly had just happened?

      Nicole must’ve jumped them back in time. And then brought them right back, which was remarkable. And something I wasn’t sure she could do. She hadn’t been able to do it when we’d been spring boarding all over the place. Obviously, something had happened to make her laser focused. I wondered what the Corpse King had said or done to her to make that happen.

      I had a million questions. Where had she taken them? Had three seconds also passed wherever they’d gone, or was it shorter or longer? How had she been able to do it? But now wasn’t the time to sit back and ponder.

      This whole time Nicole had been the answer to the question about how they could move through time. It wasn’t the pocket watch I’d made her and Tinker fiddling with it, or the connection between the two of us and Tinker, but her. Alone. Like Lucian could conjure lightning, and Georgina could call to the earth, and I had an affinity to metal and fire, Nicole possessed the ability to manipulate time. It was an extremely rare talent. So rare that I actually have never heard of any of the Gods, except Chronos himself who could play with time.

      And now the Corpse King knew this about her. Damn it. I suspected this would come to be a problem in the very near future.

      Springing back into action, I flapped my wings harder, climbing as high and fast as I could. I passed each Hour wrapped up at the end of the chains. They each looked at me, but with no urgency. None of them cried out for help, they simply regarded me blankly. Placidly. I supposed they were just doing what they were supposed to be doing. Existing, and nothing else. I supposed they had a job to do, and nothing else really mattered.

      I flew past little Auge, and she smiled at me, her expression reminiscent of a blissed-out hippy. At least, out of them all, she displayed some recognition. Although a smile during these circumstances was a bit unsettling. Before I could get any higher and reach Nicole, I heard Nicole cry out in anger and frustration, kicking and struggling against the Corpse King’s attack. I saw her cut off his hand with her knife, but when she tried to pull away, the tip of her metal wing got caught in one of the chains. She tried to free it but couldn’t do it quick enough before they disappeared from Olympus. Then I saw her do the unthinkable and squirm out of her wing harness and fall. I lurched forward instinctively, diving toward her.

      Gods damn it, why was she always falling?

      Maybe it was because she knew I’d catch her. She trusted me to save her.

      There was no doubt that I would.

      I had to shift my trajectory a little, then I was flying straight toward her. I had to be quick before she dropped right past me. She was about a foot above me, when I reached out my arms and snagged her around the waist. The impact of it, jolted me a bit and my wings caved in, but I immediately countered that, and veered off to the side, allowing my wings to spread again. This time, I had Nicole safely pressed to my chest, her arms around my neck. She was breathing hard, cold sweat slicked her forehead and upper lip, quickly dried by the air against her face as we swirled through the air.

      She looked at me, her eyes were wide. I could see some fear there, which surprised me as I hadn’t seen that before. “For a second there I thought you weren’t going to catch me and I was going to land in a heap and break all my bones and die.” She shuddered.

      “Never. I’ll always catch you.” My lips to the Gods’ ears.

      “If you drop me off in the garden, you could still catch him.” Her arms were tight around me.

      I looked up to the sky above Olympus. The Pegasus and the Corpse King were merely a speck now, rising higher and higher with every second. Then while I watched, they disappeared beyond the horizon. There was no catching him now even if I tried.

      “He’s gone,” I said, as I gently set us down back in the garden. I kept my arms wrapped around her as we aimed for a landing, certain she was going to be shaky.

      When we were touched down, Nicole took a few wobbly steps away from me. I thought she might sink to her knees, but she remained upright. “I’m sorry.”

      I frowned. “For what?”

      “For not being able to stop him from escaping with the Hours.” Frustration colored her voice.

      “It wasn’t just up to you, Nic.”

      She nodded, but I could tell she was taking on the guilt of it square onto her shoulders. This was typical of her, something that I was sure stemmed straight from the way she’d been treated by the Gods.

      “Prometheus promised to be here, as well as bringing others from the academy.” There was something obviously going on with Prometheus, but I didn’t what that could be. He’d always seemed like a fair and capable leader of the academy. He wasn’t like Zeus at all. But maybe I was wrong about that. He was a God, and they did as they pleased.

      “I jumped us back in time to the temple where his sons were killed.” She shook her head, then scrubbed her hands over her eyes.

      “I know. I saw you disappear for a few seconds, then come back. It was really weird to see.” I was still dying to pester her for details, but it was clearly not the time. It would have to wait.

      “I don’t know how. I didn’t have my watch out. I wasn’t holding it or anything. It just happened. We were struggling against each other, then flash, we were back at the temple watching that whole horrible thing take place again.” She flexed her hands, looking down at them with a puzzled expression.

      “It’s you, Nicole. The power to manipulate time is in you. Like your fire and metal powers.” I still couldn’t quite believe it, even though I’d suspected it for a while.

      She frowned at me. “Did you know?”

      “Not at first. But I suspected during our last jump back to the academy.”

      “He knows. The Corpse King.” She licked her lips nervously. “He made me jump back here.” She lifted her arm, and I could see the deep painful looking crimson gouges in her flesh.

      “We’ll have to go inside to the infirmary here and I can fix those up. They look painful.”

      “They are.”

      Before we could turn to leave the garden, others living in Olympus wandered out of the temple and out into the garden to see what was going on. Heads tilted up at the sky that was no longer the dark blue it should have been. I couldn’t be certain of the exact time, but I knew that this would’ve been the moment that dawn should have been blooming on the horizon, turning the indigo sky to the first bloom of pretty, vibrant colors. But there was no orange or pink or red. The sky was as pale as an eggshell. There was absolutely no hue whatsoever in the area above us. It looked like a blank word document on a computer screen, waiting for words to be typed onto it. I almost expected to see a blinking cursor to appear above my head.

      This wasn’t a surprise, but it also wasn’t good.

      “What’s going on?” Nicole asked.

      My gaze swept the sky and the horizon and back again to the garden. “The Hours are missing. It was their job to bring in each hour of the day. Now that they are gone from Olympus so is the evidence of time passing by.”

      “That’s pretty freaky.”

      “Yeah it is.”

      “Do you think it’s everywhere? Like even in the mortal realm?”

      Before I could answer, the section of the air around us began to shimmer. Then Prometheus materialized within it and stepped out into the garden. He didn’t look happy. His gaze settled on us immediately.

      “What did you do?” he demanded, with a wave of his hand. I assumed he was referring to the blank sky.

      Nicole stepped forward, her hands fisting in anger. “I think the question is, where the hell were you? You left us to fight against a whole army.”

      I grabbed her before she could get right into his space. Not that it would’ve mattered. It wasn’t like he could be intimidated. He was seven feet tall, and Nicole was maybe five foot five. He loomed over both of us.

      “You need to come back to the academy with me to figure this out,” he said.

      Nicole shook her head. “Nah, mate. We’re done with you. You haven’t done a single thing for us, even when you knew we were right.” She turned and marched out of the garden toward the main temple.

      “Nic!” I called after her, but she didn’t stop or turn around.

      “I suggest you get her back under control,” Prometheus demanded. It was actually the first time I felt like maybe he was operating under some altruistic motives. He’d never been demanding before. He usually wasn’t one for orders.

      “She’s right though. You said you were coming, and you didn’t show. There was just the two of us to defend Olympus against the Corpse King. Not very good odds.”

      He inclined his head. “Obviously I made an error in judgement. But we need to fix this, Cade. I know you’re a level-headed man. She needs that to see reason.”

      I nodded. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Good. I’ll see you back at the academy as soon as possible.” He turned and walked back into the shimmer, a portal between Olympus and the academy that he’d created, and vanished. I realized then that at any time in the past few hours he could’ve made that portal and walked through to help us. The fact that he hadn’t had obviously been a conscious choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NICOLE

      I could hear Cade calling after me, but I had no intention of stopping or turning around. I had no idea where I was going just as long as it was away from Prometheus. Anger swirled in my gut, bright scarlet streaks of fury. I shouldn’t have been surprised at his non-action. He was just like all the rest of them. Maybe I should’ve gone with the Corpse King. Maybe he had the right idea. The idea of revenge still called to me, especially when contrasted with the secrets and inaction of the Gods. Although technically I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what the Corpse King was planning. But I suspected it would end up in some kind of revenge against the Gods. And you know, I was all for that.

      When I entered the temple it was to a whirlwind of confusion. Residents, guards and staff were wandering around in a daze. Some had injuries; a few of them serious, and I wondered where their resident healer was. I spotted a flawless young woman, in a short white robe, kneeling beside a guard who was laying on the gleaming tiled floor, blood pooling around his torso. Some of that blood bloomed up from the hem of her dress. I wasn’t sure if he was alive or dead, but she held his hand and sobbed into it. When she brushed a hunk of hair back from her face, she left a sticky red trail on her skin.

      I tore my gaze away from the scene; I didn’t want to intrude on her grief, and continued my way across the main temple lobby. I needed to find a dark alcove or an empty room to catch my breath in. I needed time to think about what I wanted to do next. I wasn’t sure going after the Corpse King was a number one priority of mine any longer. Why should I continually risk my life for these Gods, for the academy? They had done nothing for me. Not in the past, and not even now.

      As I turned the corner to head down one of the narrow, snaking corridors leading to separate living quarters, I spotted a young woman sitting on the ground, and leaning against one of the walls for support. Her eyes were closed, her hair was a wild mess of snarls, there was blood on her chin, and spotting the front of her robe. The closer I got, the more I recognized her. It was Iris. She was obviously hurt as she silently cried. Tears rolled down her one unmarred cheek.

      I crouched next to her. “Iris…” I took in her injuries. She had a cut on her chin; it looked like this was where the blood was coming from, as it still oozed down her skin. And a bruise was starting to blossom on the right side of her face along the thick scars of her burn.

      Her eyes snapped open, glinting dangerously. “Get away from me!” She pushed me back with surprising force as she scrambled to her feet.

      Surprised by her unexpected outburst, I fell back onto my butt, wincing as my tailbone took the worst of the blow.

      She tried to put distance between us as she hurriedly walked down the corridor, but I noticed that she was limping badly. On closer inspection of her ankle, and the way it jutted inwards, which was the wrong way, it definitely appeared to be broken. I wasn’t actually sure how she was walking at all. The pain of it must’ve been killing her right now as she tried to get away from me. Wow, to endure that, she must’ve really hated me.

      Too bad for her. Undeterred, I chased after her. “Iris. Stop. Your ankle is broken. Let me help you.”

      She put her hand up toward me, slicing it through the air in a signal that was impossible to miss. “Don’t touch me. You’ll probably kill me this time.” She kept walking, even increasing her gait, but she lifted her foot and stepped wrong, and cried out, a sharp scream, when she put way too much weight on her broken ankle.

      It flopped sickeningly, bending in a way it was most certainly not meant to do. I was there catching her before she fell onto the ground. Though she fought against me, I wrapped my arms around her to break her fall, then I gently set her down on her backside before she could struggle out of my arms and try and do something even more stupid.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Iris. Let me help you so you don’t completely eff up your ankle.” Exasperated, I blew a chunk of sweaty hair out of my face.

      I could see the struggle on her face, but after an agonizingly long, awkward moment she relented, and let me get her propped up against the wall so I could take a look at her leg. Once she was settled, I did a thorough survey of her injuries, exploring gently with my fingers even as she hissed and repeatedly tried to bat me away. There was still a little bit of blood seeping from the nasty gash on her chin, so I tore a piece of fabric from my t-shirt and handed it to her. She looked at it like I’d just given her a bag of dog poop.

      “Put it on your chin to stop the bleeding.” I squinted at the rag. It wasn’t exactly sterile, or even clean, but it was better than nothing. I gestured impatiently when she didn’t immediately do as I said.

      Frowning, she glanced down at herself, and I think for the first time she might’ve noticed that she was bleeding. I imagined she was in shock from the pain coursing up from her busted ankle. Her face drained of color as she surveyed the damaged, and for a moment I braced myself to catch her head if she passed out so that she didn’t hit it on anything. But she rallied, sucking in a shaky breath. After another few seconds, she did as I instructed and pressed the piece of shirt to her face, though she shifted her body away from me determinedly as she did.

      Whatever. At least she wasn’t trying to run away on a broken ankle anymore. While she tried to staunch her own bleeding, I took a good look at her ankle. The bone was definitely broken, I could basically see it trying to push out of her skin. Good thing I wasn’t squeamish. There was only one way to fix it: I was going to have to reset it and then splint it somehow.

      “What happened?” I asked as I considered how I was going to do what needed to be done. “How did you get hurt?” Maybe if I kept her talking, she wouldn’t notice what I was about to do to her until it was too late to stop it.

      “Trying to stop those… those creatures from taking one of the Hours. She was dressed in yellow with yellow hair, so I’m sure it was Mesembria. Sometimes I get them confused.”

      My fingers hovered over her injury.

      She tried to pull her leg away with a pained hiss through her lips. “Don’t touch me.”

      I set my hand down on her knee and pressed her leg to the floor to keep it there. She groaned. “I realize you despise me, but if you want to ever walk normal again, I’m going to have to set it.”

      She didn’t say anything but just glared at me. I decided that was as good as it was going to get right now.

      I was sure some of the members of the academy must have had healing powers but I didn’t know if I was one of them. I thought about asking Iris, but wasn’t entirely sure she’d answer me. So I pushed some heat into my hands, just enough to warm the flesh of her foot and ankle, maybe it would give her some relief when I pushed the bone back into place. Shit, I hoped so. As this was going to hurt something awful.

      “Count to three,” I said, as I placed my hands on either side of her ankle, an inch away, not touching. Not quite yet.

      She gritted her teeth, but then started to count. “One…”

      I grabbed her foot and twisted it back into place. I heard the bone go back in with an audible, stomach churning, pop. Gross.

      She screamed.

      Then she kicked me with her other leg. It was a hard solid blow, and I went flying backwards and hit the opposite wall. I rubbed at the back of my head where it hit the stone.

      “Bloody hell! I think you knocked my brains out.”

      She continued to glare at me, but her lips did a little twitch, like she wanted to smile but wasn’t sure if she should. I wasn’t entirely certain that the kick had been a reflex, or if it had been, that she hadn’t added a little extra oomph just because she could.

      Despite the throb in the back of my head, I scooted forward toward her again, and slid out my belt from my pants. I looked around the corridor and spotted a wooden chair nearby. I grabbed it, broke off two of the legs, and brought it over to splint her leg.

      Thankfully, she didn’t fight me this time as I set the two wooden posts against either side of her leg and ankle and then wrapped my belt around them tight, so they didn’t move. The worst part was already done, so there wouldn’t have been any point to struggling, except to just aggravate me. Which I think she would have done, if she wasn’t so exhausted. She sagged against the wall like a puppet without strings.

      “I’m not going to thank you, if that’s what you’re expecting,” she mumbled.

      “I’m not expecting anything.” I sat back on the floor a couple of feet away from her. I didn’t want another kick to the guts. “But I do think you need to go to the academy and get Chiron to get a look at you. I’m sure he could heal your leg.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, I don’t know about that. Everyone told me he’d be able to fix my face, and that hasn’t happened.”

      I didn’t say anything, didn’t think my opinion would be appreciated considering I was the one who gave her the burns that scarred her face and body. I studied her though, taking in the sight of her disfigurement, allowing it to sear into my mind, so I never forgot it. It was still difficult for me to understand why I would’ve done that to her. I wished I could remember. I knew the memory was sitting right there on the edge of my mind. Like a sharp blade just sliding across the skin. Not hard enough to open the flesh, but still painful.

      Maybe we’d never been close friends, but why would I have done that to someone close to me? We had been roommates. I would’ve known things about her. Surely, I had cared about her in some way? It didn’t make any sense at all.

      “Were we ever really friends, Iris?”

      She sniffed derisively. “Absolutely not. You always hated me.”

      Somehow that didn’t seem like me. “Why would I have hated you?”

      Cade’s voice came from down the corridor. “Nic! Gods, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Iris’s head came up, and fresh tears started to come. I guess here was my answer.

      I turned to look at him as he approached. His walk slowed as he got closer and recognized who I’d been sitting with.

      “Iris?” He came to her side, his gaze sweeping over her. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      With tears streaming down the side of her face, she looked up at him and shook her head. Her bottom lips quivered; she was obviously trying to stifle a sob or two. I felt sorry for her. She looked as broken as her ankle.

      “She tried to fight off one of the undead to protect one of the Hours. Her ankle is broken,” I offered. “I had to reset it and splint it. We should get her to Chiron though.”

      He nodded, then crouched next to her. “Let me help you up.” He slid his hand under her arm, and hoisted her up, so she could lean on him. He looked over at me. “You need to come too. We’ve all been hurt and need some healing.”

      In more than one way. You’ve never been so right, Cade.

      I nodded, and followed in behind him as he helped Iris down the corridor toward the portal back to the academy.
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      NICOLE

      When we emerged out of the portal from Olympus to the academy it was to a lot of chaos and confusion. People were running and screaming, blood, bruises and bone were everywhere, and above it all rose that eerie blank sky. Just about everyone, both recruit, demigod and God, was out on the grounds gawking up at the blank canvas above the huge stone castle that was now the sky.

      I kept my head down as I followed Cade and Iris to the main doors of the academy. I just wanted to get to the infirmary and get the throbbing wounds on my arm taken care of. Cade needed his leg looked after, and Iris definitely needed Chiron to perform his magic on her ankle. Suddenly, I was weary down to the bone. I didn’t want to see anyone else, didn’t want to talk, and definitely didn’t want to explain anything that had happened.

      Of course, this meant that we were waylaid by Lucian when he stepped into our path. “What’s going on?” he demanded, his face a thundercloud.

      “Why are you asking us?” I returned, with the same snark as he projected. I was exhausted, but I was happy to dredge up some crankiness to put him in his place.

      “Because ever since you showed up, weird shit has been happening.” He glowered.

      “Are you always a dick?” I was very tempted to stick out my tongue, but even though he totally deserved it, I didn’t want to seem immature.

      Cade put up his hand to stop Lucian from advancing on me. I felt myself relax the slightest bit. I could take care of myself, but it was nice knowing that Cade had my back, as he’d now proven time and time again. “The Hours have been kidnapped. That’s why the sky is blank. They determined the time of day.”

      “By who? This Corpse King?” He said the name of the skeletal dictator with a slight emphasis, as if he didn’t quite believe the Corpse King was real. I looked down at the angry scarlet stripes on my skin, evidence that the creature was only too real.

      Cade nodded. “Yes. He had an army of the undead, took them to Olympus by flying the Pegasus, and took all twelve of the Goddesses.”

      Lucian frowned, looking like nothing so much as a mad wet hen. “Why wasn’t I told? We could’ve come to Olympus to fight—,”

      “Talk to your fearless leader Prometheus,” I said as I shoved past him. I was tired and I needed some rest. This could all wait. “He was supposed to show up with you guys in tow, but he never did, leaving Cade and I to defend the temple against a lot of zombies.”

      I paused for a moment and looked over my shoulder to see if Cade and Iris were following me to the doors. They were. Lucian was thankfully not. I had no patience for more blame to be tossed my way. I was right full of guilt as it was, I didn’t have room for more. Besides that, Lucian kind of had a stick up his ass being the big man on campus and all that. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with someone like that right now.

      The second we walked into the infirmary, Chiron was cantering across the tiled floor toward us. It almost seemed like he’d been waiting for us. Maybe Prometheus had given him the heads up to be expecting us. Too little, too late in my opinion, but I’d take it.

      Cade helped Iris onto one of the examination tables just as Chiron approached. The centaur’s gaze immediately tracked her ankle. He didn’t bother with the “what happened” chit chat, which I was thankful for, and by the looks on Cade’s and Iris’s faces, they were too.

      Chiron inspected the splint I made. “Whose work?”

      “Mine,” I said, my chin up in defiance. I braced myself for a lecture telling me what was wrong with it, but it didn’t come.

      He removed the belt and wood pieces and dropped them onto the floor. Then his hands were on her leg and foot, feeling around. He glanced up at me and nodded. “Good work. You set the ankle well, and healed it a bit. I didn’t know that was a power you had. You definitely saved her from forming a limp when she walks.”

      I didn’t know it was a power I had either, but I wasn’t going to be allowed to gloat.

      “Yeah Nicole,” Iris sneered, voice dripping with venom. “You saved this burn victim from having a limp. Good for you.”

      If I hadn’t been bone-weary, starving, and heartsick her words might have bounced off of me, but I was, and so they stung, their poison sinking deep. I considered for a moment responding to her words, but didn’t think it was worth the time. Her anger and hatred toward me was justified. I’d just have to tuck it away and deal with it when I had the energy.

      Chiron glanced down at my arm, which still oozed blood and a milky white substance, which with my luck it was probably actual poison or something worse, where the Corpse King had gouged me. Disgusting. “I’ll get some ointment and gauze.”

      “Take care of Iris first.” I plopped down in one of the chairs, giving in to my exhaustion. I could deal with the pain for a while longer. “Cade also needs his leg checked.”

      Chiron went to work on healing Iris’s ankle. He also gave her something for the pain, and it made her sleepy, and he carried her over to one of the recovery cots in the room to rest. I was thankful not to have to feel her angry judging gaze on me any more. It gave me a bit of a reprieve from hating myself. At least for a little while.

      The healer then came toward me, and grabbed my arm.

      “I said to look at Cade next.”

      Chiron glared at me as he looked at the wounds on my arm. “I’ll be the judge of who needs attention and who doesn’t. This is my infirmary.”

      Cade nodded in agreement. “My leg can definitely wait. Fix Nicole. Those wounds look infected.”

      “Yup, they do indeed.” He went over to his cupboard stores, grabbed a couple of small brown medicine bottles, some gauze and returned. “What grabbed you?”

      “An ancient undead king.”

      His bushy eyebrows went up at that. “That would do it. You probably got some decayed flesh in the wounds.”

      I looked down at the four red lacerations on my arm and my stomach rolled over at the thought of having pieces, even minuscule, of the Corpse King in my body. I swallowed down the bile rising in my throat as Chiron cleaned the wounds carefully, then slavered some surprising smelling ointment over my arm, before wrapping it in a few layers of gauze. I leaned down and took a whiff. I smelled like a pickle.

      The centaur chuckled at my wrinkled nose. “It’s the dill among other things. It has antibiotic properties.” He then handed me a one of the small brown bottles. “Drink this. It will numb any pain you’re having, or about to have.”

      I took out the cork stopper, sniffed it, nearly retched it was so horrid. I plugged my nose with my fingers and drank it down. I sat there for a moment, hoping I didn’t puke it all back up. I didn’t. After a few more seconds, a lovely warm and floaty feeling surged through my body.

      When he was done with me, he went to check on Cade. He moved his hands over his left leg where the chain from one of the undead had smacked him hard. Cade winced a couple of times when the healer pressed in certain spots.

      “You need to take off your pants,” Chiron said. “I suspect there is a lot of bruising, and I need to put some ointments on your muscles.”

      Cade looked over at me, eyes wide. He looked so horrified, I had to stop myself from laughing. I shook my head, a grin forming on my lips. “Don’t worry, Cade. I’ll turn around.” And I did. I picked up the chair I was sitting in and did a one eighty, so I was facing toward the far wall of the infirmary.

      I thought it was cute that he was so modest even after all that we’d been through together over the past week. We’d seen the undead rise, and men turn into wolves, and those wolves being slaughtered. And he didn’t want me to see him in his underwear. Unless, he wasn’t wearing any? Hmmm, did Cade go commando? If he did that would be so surprising, and a bit of a turn on actually.

      “Aren’t you two cute,” Chiron commented with a snort. “I thought you were already—,”

      Cade and I both shouted out, “No we aren’t!”

      “Ah.” Was Chiron’s answer, with a bit of a condescending chuckle. “I see how it is.”

      “No, I don’t think you do,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “Yes, I was right, there is quite a bit of bruising. Your deep tissues are damaged,” Chiron explained as he examined Cade. I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could imagine. The healer went to the same cupboards as before and grabbed another brown bottle. When he returned to Cade I could smell eucalyptus as well as some other pleasant smelling herbs. So, Cade got the good smelling stuff and I got to stink like a pickle. And thinking about pickles made my stomach growl. I obviously needed some food.

      After a few more minutes, Chiron announced he was done fixing Cade up, and I stood and turned around to see Cade finishing buttoning up his pants.

      “Let’s go, I need food.” I moved toward the exit door.

      Before we could leave though, Prometheus walked in. “Now, do you want to explain to me how this all happened and what we’re going to do about it?”

      Bloody hell I was done with this shit. I was tired of being blamed for everything. I didn’t have any more room on my shoulders to carry around bullshit guilt.

      “Maybe you should be explaining to us why you left us to fend for ourselves?” I walked toward the giant and got right in his face. Well, since my head barely came up to his chest, I had to crane my heck hard to give him a glare. I imagined it seemed comical to him, this little girl with hardly any power trying to intimate a Titan, but I was beyond caring. There was nothing he could do to me, that either hadn’t already been done or that I even gave a shit about.

      Cade took a few steps toward us. “Nicole, maybe you should take it easy…”

      “Nah, you take it easy, Cade, I’m done with this shit. I demand an answer Prometheus. You promised us back up and you didn’t follow through. Why?”

      The Titan stared down at me, and a shiver rushed down my back. He was beyond formidable. Maybe it was the drugs that Chiron gave me or my own inflated ego but he wasn’t scaring me. Well, maybe just a little, but not enough for me to back down.

      “I do not have to answer to you…” His voice was deep and powerful, but I swallowed down my nerves and didn’t step back. “But I will give you one, since you’re right, I did break my promise.”

      The fact that he admitted that surprised the hell out of me. I let out the breath I was holding in with great relief. I sensed Cade’s relief as well. I looked over at him, and he gave me a reassuring nod.

      Prometheus sighed. “The fact is I didn’t believe you. I didn’t think this Corpse King was a big enough threat to warrant my involvement or the rallying of the troops.”

      I shook my head and thew up my hands in frustration. “That’s just great.” I did step away from him this time. “And now? Do you think he’s a big threat?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I snorted. “Awesome. Doesn’t help us now, does it? He’s gotten away with kidnapping twelve women, one of them a child. That’s totally on you. That’s your fault.”

      Prometheus took a step toward me, looming like a dark storm cloud. I didn’t think he liked that I wasn’t so appreciative of his apology. Although technically he hadn’t apologized. Not really.

      “I have given you a lot of leeway Nicole because of what happened to you in the past, but my tolerance for insubordination is not infinite. It has limits and you are testing them with each word that comes out of your mouth.”

      Before I could say anything else, that I suspected would piss him off even more, Cade put his hand on my shoulder, and addressed Prometheus. “She’s not wrong.”

      I looked at him, surprised he was standing up for me to Prometheus. A week ago, he wouldn’t have done that.

      “Cade you have always been a loyal part of this academy…”

      “And I still am,” Cade said. “But Nicole is right in this and the only way forward is to figure out ,together, how to find the Corpse King and rescue the Hours before he uses them for whatever he has planned.”

      Prometheus glared at him for a long moment, but then nodded and took a step back. “You are right, Cade. The only way forward is together. So to that end, we should make a plan on how to find him.”

      “Agree, but first Nicole and I are going to get some food and some rest.” Without another word, with his hand still on my arm, we walked out of the infirmary together.

      And my heart swelled to the size of my head.
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      NICOLE

      “Thank you for sticking up for me,” I commented to Cade as we entered the dining hall. My arm brushed against his, and I enjoyed the warmth that moved from his skin to my own.

      “Prometheus was the one who messed up here, not you and me.”

      “Well, I appreciate it nonetheless.” The smell of all kinds of food reached my nose, and my stomach rumbled. I grabbed one of the indestructible plastic food trays and started piling on food. Everyone must’ve still been outside gawking at the white sky as there was absolutely no one in the hall except for me and Cade, our movements echoing throughout the cavernous space. I didn’t mind. Less eyes on me, less judgement. I’d been here for a few days now, and a year before I got ousted, but I still felt like an outsider. I had a feeling I was always going to feel that way regardless how long I stayed.

      And as for that…after we found the Hours, I was going to leave. I’d made my decision. This wasn’t home for me. Home was a loud, busy, people-packed London. Home was Pinky and my flat and my job at the pub.

      I wasn’t sure how to tell Cade. Or how to admit that my life would have a Cade-sized hole in it once I was gone.

      Once we got our food, we took a seat at one of the long, worn wooden tables, the one where Lucian and his gang usually sat. I opened the bottle of water, chugged it down thirstily, then started to shovel food into my mouth. I was ravenous. The medicine Chiron had given me made my stomach queasy, but the second food hit it, that feeling thankfully went away.

      I’d chosen creamy lasagna, a thick slab of grilled cheese, crispy fried chicken, and giant fish tacos with a mountain of French fries on the side, as well as a huge serving of blueberry pie with vanilla bean ice cream. All simple carbs that would be easy on the system and replenish the energy I’d spent that day. I couldn’t get it in fast enough, desperate to fill a sudden hollow feeling inside. Cade also ate quickly and efficiently. I was grateful for that, as I didn’t want to talk right now. I just wanted to feel better. After I’d finished gobbling up half the food on my tray, I heard a series of bleeps and bloops come from the entranceway. We both turned around to see Tinker wheel into the room toward us.

      Seeing his shiny little wheeled self lifted my spirits. I smiled as he neared. “I was wondering where you were. You all charged up?”

      “Yes, I am fully charged.” He made another noise, one I hadn’t heard before, this one sounded full of static.

      I frowned, not liking the sound. “You okay, Tink?”

      His eyes blinked at me several times. “I am unsure. I feel strange.”

      Cade leaned forward to examine Tinker’s main circuit board. He checked a couple of gauges and his energy strip to make sure that he was indeed full charged. Everything looked right to me. “Everything looks normal, Tink. When you say strange, what do you mean exactly?”

      The little robot blinked rapidly again, and took longer than usual to form his words. “I cannot remember how we got back to the academy.”

      Technically, Tink didn’t have emotion, but I could tell that he didn’t like this gap in his memory.

      “What is the last thing you do remember?” I asked, trying not to let dread get its claws in me.

      I could hear some whirring inside his metal body, then he said, “Escaping the fire in the townhouse in Nice, after recording Aphrodite and Ares talking in the streets.”

      I glanced briefly at Cade, he had the same concern on his face that I felt. This was not good.

      “You don’t remember being the temple with Lycaon and Zeus, and seeing Zeus curse Lycaon’s sons turning them into wolves, and then hunting them down with Aphrodite and Ares’s help?” I asked. Having seen the horrific spectacle twice myself, it seemed impossible to me that anyone could forget it.

      His gear eyes widened, if that was even possible, and he made a tiny little horrified bleep. “Goodness, that sounds horrible. I am glad I did not witness that.”

      Except that he had.

      “That was where we found out that the Corpse King is King Lycaon, and that his mission is to get revenge somehow on the Gods for what happened to his sons,” Cade explained, slowly, as if that would help Tink to suddenly remember.

      “Is he?” Tinker exclaimed, almost comically. “That makes sense then to why he is doing what he is doing.”

      “Yes it does.” I patted his little dome head, worried that he was glitching out for some reason. I looked at Cade. “What’s going on, do you think?”

      He made a face as he inspected Tinker’s circuits again. His brow was creased with a frown. “I’m not sure. Maybe he experienced some kind of memory wipe when he was charging.”

      “Has that ever happened before?” I asked carefully, not wanting to sound like I was challenging his expertise?

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t like the implications of what’s going on.” Dread suddenly churned in my belly, the food I’d shovelled in sitting like a boulder in my stomach.

      Cade frowned. “You think he was interfered with? That someone accessed his memory and then wiped it?”

      I hadn’t realized it until he’d said it, but that was exactly what I thought, so I shrugged. “At this point, nothing would surprise me. I don’t trust anyone at this academy.”

      “Except for Cade and I, right Nicole?” Tinker asked. He reached out a metal claw and set it on my leg. He squeezed my leg just a little too hard, definitely with more force than usual, and I winced as I tried to loosen his grip a little without rejecting the gesture.

      “Right, except for you two.” I patted his head again to reassure him. I glanced at Cade and wondered if he needed a pat on the head as well. I was pretty sure he’d bite me if I tried.

      “I’m going to need to open up his internal systems and do a diagnostic check on them.” Cade got to his feet. “I have the proper equipment in my room.”

      I sighed. “I need to sleep, Cade. I’m beyond exhausted.” I frowned. “Do you think not having the Hours doing their jobs is wreaking havoc on my inner clock? Maybe that’s why I’m so tired. My body doesn’t know what time it is.”

      “It’s possible. I can’t imagine their absence not affecting people. In the Artic they have twenty-four hours of darkness and twenty-four hours of daylight, and I’ve heard that is not fun, you can get all screwed up.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. “My room has a bed in it. You can sleep while I figure out Tinker’s memory problem.”

      Cade’s room was in the hall that belonged to Hephaistos, and where all the people who had an affinity to the forge God lived in the academy. His room was not what I expected. All the rooms I’d seen thus far had been decent sized living quarters but Cade’s room was like a suite, and he had his own small workshop.

      A minute after we entered his room, I made a beeline for his bed and collapsed on top of it, my nose burying into his pillow. “Good night boys.”

      But the woodsy and metallic smell he always carried on his skin filled my nostrils and it was like a punch in the stomach. I moved the pillow from my face, and curled up onto my side.

      I watched as Cade led Tinker over to his worktable. “I’m going to take off the panel on your back, Tink, to take a look.”

      “Will it hurt?” Tinker asked, which squeezed my heart. It was sometimes hard to remember that he was a robot made out of metal and gears and wires and circuitry, and not made of flesh and blood and brain matter. I wasn’t actually sure that he could feel pain, but I didn’t want to take the chance.

      “Of course not, buddy.” Cade patted his head. “Why don’t you go to sleep. I’ll wake you when I’m finished the diagnostic tests.” He then turned the little robot around so he could access the panel. He grabbed a cordless drill from his table, and I heard the zip-zip of metal screws being unfastened.

      My eyes were heavy and I felt a bit loopy, but I couldn’t stop watching Cade. There was a look of concentration and curiosity on his face as he inspected Tinker’s mechanics. His brow was furrowed, his lips pursed. A shock of brown hair fell over into his eyes and he brushed it away. Seeing him like this, completely in his element, made my heart thump that much harder. He was so damn sexy when he was being the smartest person in the room, hell the whole damn academy, without even trying. My lips twitched up into a sleepy grin.

      His gaze met mine over top of Tinker’s head. “Why are you smiling?”

      “You’re very cute when you’re being a big nerd.” I tried for a sexy smile, but my giant yawn ruined it, “Which, in case you didn’t know, is basically all the time.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” He tried to hide it but I could see that he was smiling. He quickly covered it with a mock scowl.

      “I am sleeping, and you’re just part of my dream.” My voice was soft, since I was so sleepy, and I winced at the flowery imagery. The combination made me sound romantic, and vulnerable, but I couldn’t seem to stop the words from spewing out of my mouth.

      “A good dream or a bad one?” Cade sat back on his heels, quirking an eyebrow at me, and I felt something electric skate over my skin.

      “Definitely a good one.” My mouth went suddenly, inexplicably dry. “Always good, when they’re about you.”

      Shut your bloody pie hole, Nicole! I’d just admitted that I had dreams about him, plural. If I had the energy, I’d be mortified.

      He set down the screwdriver he’d been holding onto the workbench, then came over to sit on the bed beside me. I reached over with my hand and intertwined my fingers with his. I rubbed my thumb over his calloused palm, the sensation as satisfying as sinking my hand into the soft fur of a puppy. “I’m this close to asking you to rub my back until I fall asleep,” I murmured.

      He set his other hand onto my back and started to softly stroke it up and down. His hands, used to demanding work, were large and strong, seeking out the dense knots of my muscles instinctively. “Like this?”

      Gods, that felt amazing. I almost let out a long rumbling purr in appreciation.

      “Nooooo,” I whined suddenly, surprising even myself.

      His hand stopped moving abruptly, and though I wasn’t looking at him, I could perfectly picture the puzzled frown on his face, the way one deep furrow appeared down the middle of his forehead. “Am I doing it wrong?”

      “No, you’re doing it perfectly. It’s so annoying how perfect you are.” I stretched beneath his hand, wiggling a bit in a silent plea to start moving again.

      He got back to rubbing again, and I murmured contentedly. “What’s wrong with perfect?” He chuckled.

      “It makes it entirely too easy to fall in love with you.” I tensed the second the words left my mouth.

      Whoops. What the hell just fell out of my mouth? I had not meant to say that. Not now. Not ever. Damn it.

      “You’re in love with me?” His voice cracked a little as he stilled, then lifted his one hand right off my back. I sighed at the loss of the touch, but couldn’t blame him, not after the bomb I’d just dropped on him.

      Letting go of his hand, I sighed, and rolled over onto my back, though I avoided meeting his gaze, my cheeks suddenly warm. “No. I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “But you did say it. I heard you.” He snatched my hand back with his. “And I feel the same way.”

      He tugged, trying to gain my full attention, so I turned my head to the side to finally look at him, meeting his stare with my own. “You can’t be in love with me, Cade.”

      He frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m a horrible, awful person.” I’d managed to shove the ever-present guilt down as I drifted off to sleep, but it heard its call and surfaced, thick enough to coat my throat.

      “You’re not a horrible person, Nic. Why would you say that?”

      “Seeing Iris again, just solidified any doubt in that matter.” I sat up, and moved to sit on the edge of the bed, away from him. I didn’t feel sleepy anymore. “She reminded me of the awful thing I did and that I can’t take back. I’m damaged, Cade. I’m a damaged person. You don’t need that in your life.”

      He tried to reach for me again, but I pulled away and stood up. “You aren’t damaged. You made a mistake and have paid the price for it. I’m not convinced you even did do what Iris said you did. I think it was an accident, and—,”

      “But you don’t know that, you weren’t there. And I can’t remember so there’s no way of knowing.” I rubbed my arms. There was a chill in the air in the room. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I destroyed Iris’s life. That’s a fact. I don’t deserve to be forgiven for that.”

      Cade got up and moved toward me. He grasped me by the upper arms. “You do deserve forgiveness, Nic. You deserve happiness and you deserve love. I hate that you don’t see that. It breaks my heart.”

      I gently pulled out of his grip, and turned away from him. I both loved and hated the longing in his eyes. The conflict of that made my stomach roil. Especially because of the decision I’d made about leaving the academy after we found and rescued the Hours.

      “We can’t do this, Cade. It’s a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m leaving,” I said in one breath.

      His brow furrowed even deeper as he took a step toward me. “What do you mean, you’re leaving?”

      “Once we find the Hours, I’m going back to London. I don’t belong here. I suspect I never have.”

      “What are you talking about? Of course you belong here. You’re part of the academy.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not. Zeus made sure of that. I don’t even have any wings for bloody sake.”

      “That doesn’t matter. You have powers Nicole. Lots of them. I mean, you’re the only one who can control time. No one has that power, not even Prometheus.” He reached for me again, this time linking his fingers with mine and tugging me closer to him. “The academy needs you here.” He took in a breath and then sighed, “I need you here.”

      “Cade…” I shook my head. “I can’t do it. I can’t stay. You’re better off without me messing things up in your life.” I tried to pull away again, but he wouldn’t relinquish his hold on me.

      “I wish you believed in yourself. Believed that you are a good person. I wish you could see what I see…”

      I closed my eyes against the tears I could feel welling. I tried to untangle our fingers again, but he stubbornly refused to let me go. I was starting to get a little angry…

      “…see Nicole…see”

      And then there was a ripple in the air around us, and a shivery rush surged over my body.

      Shit. Here we go again.
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      NICOLE

      Then I was pulled through a white void again, like going really fast through a bright tunnel on a roller coaster, and I was standing in a thick clump of trees in the woods on the obstacle course. I could smell the loamy dirt and the sweetly decaying leaves mixed with the smell of fresh green growth in the sunshine. I could see a couple of targets mounted in the trees, one high, one low. Then I heard the cacophonous thunder of horse hooves as they came thundering down a path. On top of that I heard the shrill squawk of a bird, except it wasn’t a bird; I’d heard that sound before just recently. It was from the half-eagle half-lion beast I’d seen in the stables. Cade told me it was called a griffin. It was magnificent.

      I looked up to see the massive griffin soaring down toward the path in the trees. Riding on its back was the girl with the purple hair from my dream/memories. Iris. My roommate, the girl I’d hurt.

      Distaste was dry and bitter on my tongue. I hadn’t liked her, though I suppose that was a given, since I’d set her on fire.

      “I got you!” she said to someone I couldn’t quite see coming down the path.

      I turned to see a unicorn galloping along the dirt trail, silver and shimmering lavender, its horn an alabaster white, and I was mounted on top, my bow pulled back, an arrow nocked ready to fly. I couldn’t help but gape. It was so strange seeing me like that. Sure, I’d seen myself in the past before, but it had been the recent past, when I looked much the way I did now. This, however, was like seeing an identical twin, one where the similarities stopped with the same face.

      The hair of past me was pulled back in a sleek, shining ponytail. I wore dark colored clothes that looked new, my arms looked strong, my jaw lifted, my eyes flashing with confidence. My face and body weren’t as thin as they were now, and my eyes shone with, not exactly innocence, but it was clear that this version of me hadn’t yet seen some of the horrors that my current self had experienced. I looked like a Gods damn warrior, a girl who fully deserved her place at the academy, and who was fully aware of that fact.

      My past self’s arrow loosed, and it hit the high target right in the bullseye, the shot effortless. Iris’s arrow came a split second later, just outside the inner ring where my arrow had landed. I gave her a triumphant but not surprised grin, then grabbed another arrow from the quiver on my back, and nocked it on my bow, pulling back the string aiming at the lower target.

      Before I could let loose, Iris flew into my line of sight. She’d dismounted, her griffin hovering upon tree tops, its wingspan too wide to get any lower, and touched down on the path to take her shot at the target.

      “You’re cheating,” I shouted at her, righteous indignation bubbling up in my chest.

      Her arrow hit the target, and she turned to grin at me, smugness in every line of her body. “It’s not cheating if no one knows.” She nocked another arrow in her bow, her hands tense with purpose.

      She didn’t lift it toward my past self, sitting still and alert on the silver unicorn, but it was easy to see that every cell of her body wanted to. To send that arrow my way and watch it slice through my flesh to the bone.

      “You’re not going to tell are you, Nicole? It would be your word against mine. And we both know who everyone would believe.” Her voice was saccharine sweet, but I could hear the venom beneath it.

      Both of me bristled. I hated bullies.

      “Cade would believe me,” I said with a defiant lift of my chin. In the world of the dream, I knew this to be true.

      “Would he though?” Iris chuckled, and it was full of disdain. “I think you’d be surprised what he says behind your back when its just the two of us together.”

      That hurt, then and maybe even more now, even though I knew it wasn’t true—she was just trying to get a rise out of me, because she was mean and terrible. From my current self’s spot in the trees, I wanted to run out there and give the smug, manipulative, cheating Iris a smack in the face for being such a bitch. How could Cade ever have been in love with someone like her?

      I didn’t hit her, even though my hands clenched with the need to. In fact, I couldn’t have moved if I wanted to. I felt glued to the ground. Something was preventing me from interacting with this dream, or was it a memory? Although it kind of felt like something else altogether.

      Then everything sort of started to spin around in my mind. I wasn’t sure if I was the one moving, spinning around and around like I was on a carnival ride, or if I was the one holding still at the centre of a tornado that spun around me. I couldn’t focus on any one thing. There was inky darkness, and blinding light, and quick images of me on the ground, fire lighting up in my hands, Iris’s shocked face, and then all I could hear was screaming. I couldn’t decipher if the deafening screams were mine or Iris’s or both at the same time.

      The spinning abruptly stopped and I was faced with the most horrific image I’d ever seen.

      Iris was on fire.

      She screamed, deep from her soul, as she spun around slapping at the wicked crimson flames devouring her face and body. Her terrified shrieks of pain pierced my ear drums and arrowed down to my very soul. The purple of her hair seemed like the core of the flames.
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      While I held her tight in my arms, her whole body shook as she cried. No, not just cried—she sobbed, her entire body heaving as emotion wracked her small frame. She must’ve been holding this in for so long, much longer than just the week she’d been back at the academy. I couldn’t even begin to understand what she’d gone through. My heart broke listening to her shaky intakes of air and violent sobs, knowing all I could do for her was to hold her and support her. I couldn’t take the pain of what we’d just witnessed away from her. I wondered how much graphic detail she’d seen.

      I rubbed her back and murmured into her hair, telling her that she was okay, that she was safe. I made sure to keep touching her at all times, as if my hands could pull some of the sorrow and horror from her memory with sheer force of will. I didn’t know if it did any good but eventually her crying slowed, the flood of tears ebbed, and she just took in some deep calming breaths, though they were still shaky. My shirt was wet from her tears but I didn’t care. I would wear it like a badge of honor to have been able to hold her through this pain. To be there for her when it mattered. And this had mattered more than anything. Nicole mattered more than anything.

      I didn’t think I was easy to shock, but you’d have to be made of stone or cruel all the way through like one of the Gods not to be affected when faced with what had actually happened all those years ago between Iris and Nicole. It was one thing to hear about it, especially the version that Iris liked to spin, but it was quite another to see the tragedy, the horrific nature of it, first-hand. Hearing the terrified screams of both girls. Watching Iris burst into flame, yellow, orange, and red flames exploding out from the purple of her hair, the shock incinerating that unpleasantly smug smile off of her face. I knew that even though I hadn’t been present when the actual event had occurred in the past, the sickening odors of burning hair and charred meat would forever cling to the inside of my nose.

      We knew now that it had been nothing more than a tragic accident, one of those perfect collisions of people and circumstance and fate, but knowing that didn’t diminish the horror of watching the girl I’d once thought I’d loved burst into flame, set on fire by the girl I knew I loved now.

      Something thick and sticky had coated my insides, ever since I’d seen what had led up to the fire. Iris had set up the entire event, of that there was no doubt in my mind. She’d known what Nicole was capable of when Nicole hadn’t even known and had worked to trigger Nicole’s out of control powers. Knowing the bad blood between the girls, that wasn’t the hard part to swallow. What stuck in my gullet and threatened to choke me was watching Iris deliberately allow the fire to consume her. The only plausible reason for literally allowing herself to burn was knowing full well, even counting on, the fact that Nicole would be punished to the full extent of academy law. She’d also probably counted on the fact that Nicole would be forever haunted, weighed down by the guilt of what she’d done.

      I found a grim satisfaction that the fact that Nicole’s memory had been wiped had saved her from feeling that guilt for a while, though she was certainly making up for it now.

      I squeezed Nicole tight, and pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” She pulled out of my arms, and scrubbed both hands over her red splotchy face.

      “That was definitely hard to watch,” I said, “but at least you know now that it wasn’t your fault. You didn’t hurt Iris on purpose.”

      She nodded, still sniffling a little. “It doesn’t feel any better though.”

      “It will. Give it time. Right now, it’s still fresh in your mind. Whether you meant it or not, it was horrible to watch her suffer.”

      She nodded again, then swallowed. “I can’t…I don’t even know how to process what Iris did to herself.”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “It wasn’t your fault at all, Nic. Iris needed help then. She still needs help. I wish I would’ve seen it sooner. How fragile she truly is inside.”

      She looked up at the sky and let out a frustrated breath. “Ugh. It feels like I’d been holding that guilt in for so long, when really it’s only been a few days, at least that’s all I can remember of it.”

      “I think it was there deep inside whether you remembered it or not. It was probably just there on the edge of your mind, a feeling of remorse or sadness, and you probably just never questioned why it was there. I mean, why would you?”

      After a long quiet moment, she lowered her head and set her gaze on me. “Are you okay?”

      I was surprised by the question but also touched that she thought of me.

      “That must’ve been difficult for you to see as well.”

      “It was, but…” I sighed. “I think it’s given me some closure that I didn’t realize I needed.”

      Still holding hands, we stared at each other. I think we both were struggling with what to say or do. This had been a huge rift keeping us apart, physically, emotionally. We each had our own burdens of guilt and other emotions weighing on our shoulders, unsure of exactly what to do with it, considering we’d been having feelings for each other. Now what had caused that rift had disappeared with the true realization of what had happened that fateful day on the obstacle course. I wasn’t sure either one of us knew exactly how to proceed. What was right, what was proper?

      Before either of us could make a decision, there was rustling in the bushes close by that drew our attention. Then Hephaistos walked out of the trees and into the clearing. His eyes widened when he spotted us standing there gaping at him in return.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” His frown deepened, and I wondered if it was because he had seen us elsewhere only moments ago, or if there was another reason he looked confused. “Shouldn’t you both be back at the stables? Nicole…I thought…”

      I didn’t want to give him a chance to try and put two and two together. We’d already jeopardized the future by being caught out here in a place we logically shouldn’t have been. I tugged Nicole into action, and we sprinted together into another section of the woods. I didn’t have any idea where we were going, all I knew was that we needed to get away from Hephaistos’s questions.

      When we were far enough away, we stopped running. Out of breath, I ran a shaky hand through my hair. “Shit. That might’ve been unbelievably bad for our future selves.”

      “Maybe, but there’s nothing we can do about it now. He saw us. We can’t change that.”

      “Can you get us back to the academy? Back to my room?”

      She nodded. “I think so. I’m learning how to control the jumps.”

      I took her hands in mine. “I hope so. I really don’t want to go bouncing through time again. I’m tired. I need about twelve hours of sleep.”

      She chuckled. “Me too.”

      “Okay, so what do I need to do?”

      Her grip on my hands tightened. “Just hold on tight.”

      I nodded, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Her lips moved, but I could barely make out her words. I think she was saying, “Cade’s room. Cade’s room.”

      It must’ve been working, because I could feel the air around us vibrate. Then my stomach rolled over like we were riding a roller coaster. We were sucked into complete darkness, then like magic, and it sort of was just like that, we were back in my room at the academy. It was a sudden jerking motion, and I became off balance, and tumbled forward and landed face first onto my bed. I still had Nicole’s hand in mine, so she came with me, landing on her back underneath my arm.

      I turned my head to look at her to make sure she was okay. At first I thought she was hurt, as she seemed to be immobile, laying ramrod straight on the bed, but then she started to laugh. Full belly laughs that sent a ripple of joy over my body. I loved hearing that sound spill from her beautiful full lips. Lips that I have been wanting to kiss for days.

      I laughed with her. “I think we need to work on that landing.”

      “You do, mate” she chuckled. “I was fine until you sent me sprawling.”

      I lifted my arm to roll over onto my side so I could look at her without cranking my neck. She did the same. And now we were laying a foot apart staring at each other. Well, it felt like she was staring right through me to be honest. I suddenly felt very raw and vulnerable.

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything to break the silence around us, but Nicole cupped a hand along my face, and leaned in to press her lips to mine. It was a quick, soft kiss, and when she pulled back, I saw the same scared openness on her face.

      “Nicole, I…”

      “No more talking. I’m tired of talking.”

      Like I was really going to argue with that.

      She leaned forward again, and brushing her lips over mine, she swept her tongue inside and really kissed me, running her tongue over my teeth. I hooked my hand around her neck and dragged her even closer to deepen the kiss until we were both breathless.

      Then it was like something snapped in both of us. We’d been dancing around this for too long, probably ever since we’d first set eyes on one another, and neither of us wanted to go another second without being completely entwined in each other.

      Our lips still attached, Nicole nudged me with her knee. Understanding, I rolled over onto my back. She swung a leg over me to straddle my hips. I was instantly hard the moment we touched, as she settled her weight onto mine. I’d been lying to myself for years, telling myself that I hadn’t wished for this moment, over and over and over again. Even years ago, when we were first at the academy, I’d had dreams many times that I’d always brush off as just boy crush adolescent fantasies. Not like I could control my subconscious, after all.

      But the truth was that I’d thought about Nicole like this. Just like this. Warm. Wanting. Wanting me.

      There was nothing adolescent about how I felt right now.

      Her hands slid down to the hem of my shirt. Tangling her fingers in the fabric, she started to pull it up. I partially sat up, propping myself up onto one elbow to help her take it all the way off, up and over my head. She made a show of tossing it over her shoulder with a sly tug of her lips. Then her fingers played down the length of my chest, dancing over my stomach and down to the waistband of my pants. Each touch was feather light but full of purpose as she explored, learning my body. My muscles contracted, quivering as she mapped out my body. I wasn’t ready to be completely naked in front of her yet though. I felt curiously shy, a little bit reserved, which was an utterly new sensation for me.

      I didn’t want to be the only one partially naked, both because it was vulnerable, and because I wanted to see her, too. I tugged at her shirt. She raised her arms in the air and let me pull it up over her head. Rising up onto her knees, still straddling me, she worked the buttons through the worn denim of her torn jeans, sliding them down over her hips. Rising to her feet, balancing on the soft mattress, she pushed them down, down, until they pooled around her ankles, and then she stepped out. Then she was there standing over me. She was still wearing a simple black sports bra and matching briefs, but her long, leanly toned limbs were bared to my hungry gaze. My throat went dry, and what I was thirsty for was her. I knew many sides of Nicole—strong, defiant, brave, funny, vulnerable—but this side, this passionate heat, that was new.

      I wanted to find out everything about it.

      She was as slender and lithe as I’d always imagined her to be. Some would call her thin, but to me she was lean like a sleek panther, the cut of her strong muscles clearly outlined in her thighs, in her arms and her abs. She lowered herself back down to straddle me again, and I slowly set my hands on her thighs, rubbing my hands up and down her soft skin, loving how it warmed under my touch.

      When she leaned forward to kiss me again, I reached up, put my arms around her, and unhooked her bra. I pulled it off her arms and tossed it to the side. Lying back, I placed my hands at her waist, feathering my thumbs over the skin there as I looked at her, at all of her.

      She was perfect.

      She ranged herself overtop of me, closing the space between us, and I groaned with pleasure when her breasts pressed against my chest. I could feel the rapid beating of her heart, which seemed to beat in time with mine, aligning neatly like the gears of a clock.

      After thoroughly kissing me, nipping my lower lip with her teeth, she brushed her lips along my chin, over to toy with the lobe of my ear, then down my neck to my chest. She laved her tongue down my sternum to my navel. My entire body vibrated in pleasure. I was extremely happy to let her be the one in control. When she sat back up, I drank her all in. As she gazed down at me, she sank her teeth into her lower lip seductively, the tip of her tongue lightly wetting her lips. For the first time since she’d come back to the academy, she didn’t seem at all unsure, or like she couldn’t make a decision because she didn’t have all of the facts.

      This was a woman who knew what she wanted, and it was so hot that I nearly lost my mind.

      Gods, she was beautiful and perfect. And for now, this night or day, of whatever it was, I’d lost track of all time, she was all mine and I would worship her like she deserved.
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      NICOLE

      My heart was racing so hard and fast I thought it was going to burst out of my chest, and I would have died a happy death. Cade was looking up at me like he wanted to gobble me up for dinner, and since I’d seen him savor his food, I knew that it would be an experience I thoroughly enjoyed. I wanted him to devour me, wanted to devour him in turn. I’d thought about this moment for a long time. At least, I was quite sure I had. Despite not having those memories from before, my body knew. My heart, my mind, they all ached for him. And that kind of bone-deep, visceral longing, that raw and real pain didn’t come from just getting to know someone for a few days. No, this was a years long suffering. A yearning for someone that went deep to the core.

      I played my fingers around his navel, dancing them over the taut skin and hard muscle before working them under the band of his worn jeans. His whole body flinched, and he licked his lips watching me. I went to unfasten the top button, and he groaned, biting down on his lower lip. The sound was one of a man in pain, and I could tell he was holding himself back, letting me be the one in control. While I appreciated it, I wondered what I needed to do to get him to just let go, to take me like we both wanted him to, to satisfy the painful ache urging us both on.

      Still straddling him, I slithered down his legs so that I could work his pants off. I slowly worked them down to his ankles, taking as much time as I wanted to explore the jut of his hipbones, the musculature of his truly impressive thighs, the surprisingly soft spot just inside each of his knees. He continued to try to restrain himself by clawing his hands into the bed sheets, but his body betrayed him, pushing into my every touch. The muscles along his jawline were clenched painfully tight as he tried to maintain his control. I’d never even once seen him lose that control before, and I most desperately wanted to.

      Once his pants were off, I moved back up and let my gaze caress him. I’d had sex before, and some of it had even been pretty good, but this? This was something entirely different. Like, it wasn’t even in the same ballpark. I cared deeply about Cade. As a friend, as something… more. I might have even loved him, both then and now. So in some ways this was like my first time, or maybe it was just the first time that counted, and I trembled with nerves and desire. I was completely overcome with both. Gently I touched him, and I got another groan out of him. I teased him a bit, with my hand and my mouth, until his whole body vibrated. He was gasping, I couldn’t catch my breath. Our eyes met, desire mirrored in each of our stares. Then I saw a switch turn on inside him.

      Quickly, he sat up, wrapped those massive arms of his around me, and flipped me over onto my back. He mashed his mouth to mine, all finesse gone, replaced by raw passion. He used one clever hand, calloused palm scraping against my skin and awakening nerve endings as he worked his way down my body to my underwear. Tucking a finger into the waistband, he yanked. I yelped at the tearing sound as he pulled and the thin cotton rent into two.

      Had he actually just ripped my underwear right off of my body? That was basically the hottest thing in the history of ever. I was sure to have some red marks along the sensitive skin of my hip where the elastic had dug into my skin but for now I didn’t care. I was completely enraptured by him.

      He nibbled along my jawline, then down my throat. I bowed my back as his mouth moved over the tip of one breast then the other. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and in one thrust he was inside me. A sound that hovered somewhere between pleasure and pain escaped my lips. I thought I was going to self-combust from the heat of him and our union.

      As Cade moved on top of me, inside of me, through me, I dug my fingers into his back and held on for dear life as he rocked my world. With each thrust, I matched him by rising up and moving my hips. We moved as one, joined perfectly together. Never in my life, had I ever imagined I’d feel this way. Maybe the other boys I’d slept with didn’t know what they were doing, that was highly possible as they were young and dumb, because I could barely breathe, or think. All I could do was feel…and I was experiencing everything. A kaleidoscope of sensations bombarded me, filling my body and my head to the breaking point.

      He kissed the side of my neck, worked his way over to nibble on the delicate shell of my earlobe, and then back to capture my mouth again as I gasped from the heat rising in my body like an inferno. I buried my hands into his dark waves, scratching my nails across his scalp, which made his breath come in harsh pants. It was wet from the sweat of exertion and from the fire that had ignited across both our forms. I knew if I looked down I’d see smoke rising from the sheets underneath us. I swear I could smell it in the air mixed in with the scent of our bodies.

      Sweat dripped onto my breasts, as Cade nuzzled his face into the side of my neck and thrust even harder and faster. I gasped out as every muscle in my body clenched in anticipation of the release building deep inside. This was what it felt like to have great emotional sex. It was obvious I’d never truly orgasmed before, as my body had never felt like this during those quick meaningless bouts of groping and screwing.

      I pressed my thighs tighter against Cade’s waist as I neared the point of no return. All my other muscles also started to clench. He groaned loudly against my shoulder as he lifted up, dug his hands under my ass and pulled me to him, just as he buried himself deep inside me and came.

      “Gods…Nicole…” he grunted.

      I dug my nails into his back, and cried out as an orgasm exploded inside me. I kicked my legs and bowed my back as it completely took me under. I nearly rolled my eyes back with pleasure. “Cade! Bloody hell!”

      After a few more shudders racked his body, Cade pressed a kiss to a spot just under my ear, then rolled off me and onto his back. I turned my head to look at him beside me. He threw an arm up over his eyes as a grin nearly split his face in half.

      “Um,” he started, “I’m not sure I will ever be able to move again.”

      I giggled—I never giggled, but I felt extremely giddy right now, high almost—then snuggled in closer to him. “Good, my goal to completely immobilize you by exerting my next level sex appeal is working.”

      “Yup, you are definitely next level sexy.” He put his other arm around me and pulled me up onto his chest.

      “We could just stay here in your room for the rest of our lives,” I suggested.

      “We could, but what about food?”

      “Tinker could get us food.” I trailed my fingers up and down his chest.

      He was lean but muscular. I had no doubt in my mind after that bout of sex that Cade could lift me up by my ass cheeks, slam me against the wall and have his way with me. My toes curled just thinking about it. Maybe I could convince him to do just that for next time.

      “That’s true.” He yawned, then reached down to grab the blanket and throw it over us. He tucked it in on my other side. We were like a big snuggly burrito.

      Mmm, burrito. My stomach growled.

      “Are you hungry now?” I asked. “I could go get us some food.”

      He chuckled. “We just ate before we came to my room.”

      “Yeah, but we just had a mega work out. I’m depleted. I need more calories.”

      Another chuckle, and a kiss to the top of my head. “Go for it. I’m too tired to move. I’m going to just close my eyes and rest for a minute.” He did indeed close his eyes while yawning again.

      I sat up and looked down at him. His chest rose and fell, and his breathing was pretty even. He had definitely fallen asleep. Amazing. I, the other hand, was tired, but sort of full of energy. I needed to eat before I could settle in and catch some Zs for a few hours.

      Quietly, although I didn’t think I could wake him, I slid off the bed. Naked, I padded into the loo. I’d take a quick shower and change into something comfortable before I went wandering through the academy looking for food.

      Once I was all squeaky clean, I found a pair of clean sweatpants in Cade’s drawer and a t-shirt, and I pulled them on. They were a bit baggy but not too long, as we were fairly close in height. I put on my boots, ran my hands through my wet hair, bundling it and tying it back with an elastic. Now I was ready to face the day, or the night? I wasn’t really sure which it was right now. I didn’t want to do it alone, so I woke up Tinker after screwing on his back panel. I knew he’d be up for a little adventure to the dining hall.

      “Good morning, Nicole.”

      “Hey Tink. I’m going to go to the dining hall to get some food, do you want to help me carry it all back here for me and Cade?”

      “Yes. I would love to help you do this, Nicole.” He turned his head toward the bed. “Cade looks to be very worn out.”

      I snort laughed. “He is.” Then I patted Tinker’s dome head. “I knew you would want to be my side kick.”

      Most of the other corridors were fairly empty as we strolled down them toward the dining hall. Thankfully we didn’t run into anyone I knew. Well, anyone that I recognized anyway. I might’ve known them in my past life, but since no one had approached me, I was able to just go on my merry little way. That changed when Tinker and I rolled into the dining hall though. Lucian and his little gang waved to me to come over.

      I pointed to the food line, telling them I was getting some before I went anywhere else. Maybe I could still get out of here without having to talk to them. Tinker could play interference for me while I slipped out of the room and headed back to Cade’s. As I piled plates of various foods onto a tray that the little robot held, with that thought in my mind, I was thwarted by the girl with the visions—Cassandra. She was waiting for me at the end of the food queue.

      She regarded all the food I had stockpiled with a playful lift of her eyebrows. “Hungry?”

      “It’s not just for me. I’m meeting Cade back in his room.”

      “Oh,” she said.

      I made a face. “Is there something you need to tell me or ask? I’m really in a hurry to get back.”

      “We wanted to talk to you about what happened on Olympus, and if there was anything we could do to help.”

      I sighed. “Look, I appreciate the offer to help. Cade and I will likely need it since Prometheus doesn’t seem to want to do anything.”

      That made her brow furrow.

      “But right now I’m really tired and hungry, and I need to heal a little.” I raised my bandaged arm. It wasn’t hurt anymore and I suspected the wounds had probably already knitted back together from Chiron’s salve. “So, can we pick this up a little later, mate?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “Good. Thanks.” I glanced at Tinker who had been just sitting happily by carrying my trays of food, whistling a tune I suspected he’d just made up. “Let’s go Tink.” I started for the door, when Cassandra grabbed my good arm. She squeezed it just a little too hard.

      I looked down at it, then up at her face. “What are you doing?”

      Her face seemed to change right then. Almost shifting into someone else, then she spoke and it was not her voice, but deeper and gravely.

      “I got you now, Time Jumper. You’re coming with me.”
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      CADE

      The sound of thunder jerked me out of a deep, dreamless sleep. When I sat up, scrubbing at my face, I realized that the din was actually someone pounding incessantly at my door. Along with the knocking I heard a series of worried bleeps and bloops. It was then I noticed that Tinker wasn’t in my room. And neither was Nicole.

      The bleeps and bloops were obviously Tinker, but they were more frantic than I’d ever heard from him, even through the heavy solid wood of the door. I jumped out of bed, had a frantic moment searching for where Nicole had tossed my jeans, found them, yanked them on, then opened the door to two deep scowls, one worried face and a very terrified robot. Tinker steamrolled into the room, making all kinds of noise, agitated sounds I hadn’t even known he was capable of. Following him inside, were Lucian, Jasmine and Georgina, all with creased brows and worried expressions on serious faces.

      “Nicole is gone. I could not stop her from leaving.” Tinker rolled around in a circle, his metal arms waving frantically in the air. He let out a noise that could only be described as a squawk, then rolled back and forth with obvious anxiety, his little robot version of pacing.

      I grabbed his arm to stop him from moving. “What do you mean she’s gone?”

      “Cassandra’s gone too,” Lucian growled. “And it’s your girl’s fault.”

      I put my hand up for everyone to stop and take a breath. I grabbed one of my t-shirts from one of my drawers, noticing that one was missing, Nicole must’ve worn it, then turned to the group who were all glaring at me. What had I done?

      “Tell me what happened to Nicole.”

      Everyone went to open their mouths. Anticipating the noise that would come from three loud people explaining over one another, I help up a hand and shook my head. “One of you tell me what happened. Just one.”

      “Your girl…” Lucian started.

      “Nicole,” I reminded him, though something deep inside of me thrilled to hear Nicole described as mine.

      “She was getting a bunch of food with your robot here, and Cassandra went to talk to her to ask her if she’d like to come over to the table and tell us what the hell happened in Olympus.” Lucian’s face was getting redder by the second. “And then it looked like she was leaving…Cassandra grabbed her arm, said something to her, and then poof, they both vanished into thin air.”

      Gods damn it. Not again. Trying to sort it through in my mind, I sank down onto the edge of the bed. “They vanished? You didn’t see a portal open or shadows or anything?”

      Lucian shook his head, as did Jasmine and Georgina. They looked like a bunch of bobblehead dolls sitting on a car dashboard. “Nope, nothing like that,” he said.

      I dragged a shaky hand through my hair, wincing when my fingers got tangled in a sex snarl that pulled the hair tight against my scalp. It didn’t make any sense. Why would Nicole make a jump without telling me? And with this girl Cassandra of all people? They didn’t really know each other, did they? What was I missing?

      Had Nicole even been trying to make a jump, or had it been an accident?

      Lucian’s eyes narrowed at me. He did not look impressed, but then he never did. “You don’t look all that shocked or surprised.”

      “No, trust me, I’m surprised.” I kind of wished Lucian would shut up so that I could think.

      “But not by the vanishing part,” he guessed.

      “How did they vanish?” Jasmine asked, wringing her hands together. “What kind of power does Nicole have? Moving things with her mind? Portals? What are we looking at here?”

      I sighed. I didn’t want to tell them, because it was Nicole’s power and therefore should be her secret to share or not, but since Cassandra was now involved, I guessed had to. “Nicole can manipulate time.”

      “Like she can fast forward or reverse things?” Lucian asked, catching right on. He rarely showed any emotion besides crankiness, but I could tell that this news had taken him aback.

      I nodded, letting out a deep sigh. “Yes, like that, but she can also jump through time. You know. Like into the past. Or into the future. Wherever.”

      “Seriously?” Jasmine gaped at me. “I’ve never even heard of anyone who was able to do that. Is that an actual power?”

      “Yes, seriously. We just spent the better part of a week jumping from the beginning of time to Nice France to the day Zeus cursed a whole bunch of men turning them into wolves and hunting them.” I shuddered at the memory. If I never travelled there again it would be too soon.

      “Holy shit,” Lucian said, and sunk down into the sofa.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t even begin to explain the level of emotions we went through during that trip.”

      “I didn’t even think that kind of thing was possible,” Georgina muttered. “None of the Gods have that kind of power, do they?”

      “Only the Titan Chronos,” Jasmine said.

      I nodded. “Which is why I didn’t want to say anything. I don’t want anyone to know.”

      “And by anyone you mean the Gods.” Lucian leaned back on the sofa.

      “Yeah.”

      “Why would she jump with Cassandra?” Jasmine asked. “And where, I mean when would they go?”

      I shook my head again. “I don’t think I can even guess unless I know what she said to Nicole.”

      “I got you now, Time Jumper. You’re coming with me.”

      I whipped my head to the side to stare at Tinker. “What did you say?”

      “That is what the girl Cassandra said to Nicole. She grabbed her arm, and she said that,” the little robot explained. “Her voice did not sound normal though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Cassandra’s voice is usually quite soft and pleasant and musical to hear. The voice she used was a lot deeper and raspy. Filled with static. Like it was coming out of a speaker that was not working very well.”

      “The Corpse King.” My heart dropped into my guts.

      “The undead king guy?” Lucian sat up straighter.

      “He must’ve somehow used Cassandra to get to Nicole. He made a connection to her before, remember in a vision?”

      Lucian nodded.

      “Also Cassandra and Nicole shared a vision together of Chronos. It’s obvious they are linked somehow.”

      “Do you know where they went?” Jasmine asked me.

      I shook my head. I didn’t even know if they went somewhere back in time or not. Technically, it could’ve been back in time for a day or even for a few minutes. Or the worst possibility, back to before Zeus had cursed the Corpse King’s sons. At this point, anything was possible, as we didn’t have any idea of exactly what Lycaon planned on doing.

      “We need to figure out what the Corpse King has planned. Only then we’ll be able to figure out where Nicole and Cassandra are,” I said.

      “Okay.” Lucian waved his hand. “Tell us everything you know.”

      I told them about our trips through time. About seeing the God’s War on the beach and finding baby Dionysus in the woods. I skipped over the part about seeing Melany and Hades, because I wasn’t sure how Lucian would react, besides that it wasn’t that important. The important part was overhearing Aphrodite and Ares. When I shared what Nicole and I had seen in Lycaon’s temple with Zeus and his cursing of the king’s sons, and how Zeus, Aphrodite and Ares had hunted them down one by one in front of the king, they all shared looks of revulsion and pity.

      “So, he’s after revenge,” Lucian stated.

      “I don’t blame him,” Georgina said.

      “Neither do I,” I agreed. I didn’t share Nicole’s feelings about it all. I didn’t want them to assume that she had somehow joined the Corpse King. Although unfortunately it had crossed my mind again when I really didn’t want it to. She claimed she’d never join him, despite her sympathies, and I had to believe her.

      “If he kidnapped the Hours,” Jasmine started, “then for sure he’s planning something to do with time.”

      “We need to find out what he needs them for,” I added. “And obviously he took Nicole for a similar reason. It revolves around time.”

      “Do you think he wants to go back to before Zeus made the curse?” Lucian stood and started to pace around the room. “Maybe set up an ambush. Kill Zeus before he can kill his sons.”

      “That would seem the most logical answer, but I get a sense there’s more to it. That the plan is bigger. Why take all twelve of the Hours? He wouldn’t need them if all he wanted was to go back in time to one moment. He could use Nicole for that easily.”

      “We should probably find out more about the Hours, their history, their background, their ancestry,” Georgina suggested. “Maybe that will help figure out why he needs them.”

      “Good idea.” I remembered all the books Athena had taken out for us in the Hall of Learning. There were a few pages on the Hours and time. Hadn’t there been a picture of the Chrono’s giant stone wheel of time? “Nicole and I had been in the library when we first went time jumping…”

      “I was there too, Cade, remember?” Tinker piped in. “I was playing with Nicole’s watch.”

      “I do remember that, Tink.”

      He rewarded me with a happy beep as he looked at the others. Then he made a loud long whistle and pointed at Georgina. “I love your arm. It is very pretty.”

      Georgina laughed as she raised her metal arm prosthetic. “Thank you.”

      “Did Hephaistos make it for you?” he asked, as he rolled in closer to her, his metal claw opening and closing slowly. It looked like he wanted to touch her arm desperately.

      “Yes.”

      I patted him on the head. “Leave her alone, Tink.”

      “It’s fine,” Georgina said. “I think he’s cute and funny.”

      That must’ve made Tinker extremely happy because he spun around in a circle.

      “Not to be a buzz kill,” Lucian piped up, “but we should get going to the Hall of Learning so we can find Cassandra and Nicole. Who knows what this zombie king is going to do.”

      “I don’t think he’ll hurt them,” I said. Although I wasn’t one hundred percent convinced of that. He had nearly tore Nicole’s arm apart, and he did have an undead army that had no issues hurting or killing anyone even if he didn’t want to do the deed himself. He definitely needed Nicole for his plans, but did he need Cassandra? Had she just been a means to an end? I knew Nicole wouldn’t let him hurt her no matter what. And that scared me.

      We left my room and all walked down the hall together toward the main academy foyer and to the corridor that lead to the Hall of Learning. When we were about to turn the corner, Hephaistos seemed to step out of the shadows to intercept us.

      “Where are you all going?” His gaze flitted from me to the others and then back to me.

      “Um…” I was flustered.

      “Cade’s going to show us some cool enhancements he’s made to the metal bows,” Lucian said, the lie flying off his lips effortlessly

      “Uhuh.” Hephaistos didn’t look convinced. But I suspected he was used to the schemes and secrets we all had going on behind the Gods’ backs. “Where’s Nicole?” he asked me.

      “She’s asleep. In my room.” My cheeks flushed a bit at the innuendo of what I’d just said.

      “Ah, I see,” the forge God said, but his dark eyes narrowed. “I suggest you get out of here quickly and think of some better lies. Prometheus is looking for you, Cade. And Nicole.”

      I cursed under my breath.

      “I won’t tell him I saw you, but you need to do whatever it is you’re doing quicker before he gets suspicious.” He leaned in toward me. “And if Nicole is not here, then you need to find her and get her back to the here and now.”

      Shit. He knew. I’d wondered if seeing us in the clearing by the obstacle course that day when we were also elsewhere had finally popped up in his memory. It was really strange to know that because of our time jumps that new memories could be formed in someone’s brain instantly.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He just grunted then continued down the hall, to his rooms, I assumed.

      We continued on to the library with a bit more haste in our steps. I didn’t want to deal with Prometheus. Not now. As I had a sense that Nicole was right in being suspicious of him. He was not being straight with us. He had some other agenda going on. I just really hoped he wasn’t in cahoots with the Corpse King. I really wanted him to be different than the others, than Zeus. But maybe absolute power corrupted everyone absolutely.
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      NICOLE

      “Nicole, wake up.” I felt something hit me in the side of my face. Something hard. Ow. Slowly, I opened my eyes to darkness. Squinting, I could just barely make out Cassandra, standing a few feet away from me, barely illuminated with a halo from what I assumed was a torch somewhere on a wall. She was leaning over and throwing a small rock at me again. This one hit me in the chest. She was strong, and the impact stung. “Wake up.”

      I smacked my lips, the inside of my mouth and throat were really dry. Swallowing was an instinct, but the tissue was so dry it hurt. I would have done things I wasn’t proud of for an icy cold bottle of Pepsi. “What…where are we?”

      “I don’t know. In some kind of cave underground.” Her voice was tight with worry.

      I pushed myself up to sit. A sharp pain exploded from the back of my head. My vision went black for a moment before exploding into a shower of white stars. “Whoa. Why does my head feel like it’s been split open?”

      “You hit your head on the floor when we just suddenly popped into this cave. I’ve been trying to rouse you for a bit.”

      “How long was I out?” First my memory, now blacking out—I was really getting sick of losing time.

      She shrugged, the movement a nervous jerk. “I don’t know for sure. Twenty minutes maybe.”

      I reached out and touched the back of my head gingerly. My hand came away a bit sticky, and I could smell wet pennies. I peered down at my fingers to see blood on the tips. It was tacky, so the cut had clotted and I wasn’t still bleeding. I guessed that was something.

      “What happened exactly?” I scooted back a bit so I could lean up against the stone wall. It was cold and hard but I needed the support for a moment, so that I could catch my breath. The moment my back touched the chilly stone I heard a harsh metallic clank. Looking down, I found that my ankle was enclosed in a metal cuff, so tightly that it hurt. The cuff was attached to a thick, rusted metal chain, and when I followed the links I found that it was bolted to the rough rock wall. I squinted over at Cassandra, peering through the dim light to see that she too was chained but to the opposite wall. That was why she’d been tossing rocks at me and not slapping my face. Because her own chain wouldn’t allow her to get close enough to reach me.

      I grabbed my iron chain. I wanted to test it out, to give it a good shake. It was heavier than it looked. “This is awesome.”

      “I know. I woke up like this as well.” Her voice was grim.

      “Do you remember anything? I remember being in the dining hall getting some food and you came to talk to me. After that it’s a bit fuzzy.”

      “Honestly I don’t know exactly. It’s also a bit fuzzy to me. I remember talking to you briefly in the food line and then…poof. We were here, chained up to the walls.”

      I bet I knew what that poof was. Gods damn it.

      “The Corpse King.” I sighed. “He came for me through you. You made a connection before.”

      “Yeah, I remember that.” She nodded. “But how are we here? Even though I don’t know where here is exactly.”

      “When…”

      “What?”

      “We don’t when we are either.” I closed my eyes for a second to try to find balance. As it was, I felt like I was going to fall over sideways. Gods, what a day this had been. Did it still only count as one day when I’d been time jumping all over the place? I had no idea. “I can manipulate time. I can move through it. And anyone touching me ends up coming along for the ride.”

      “Really? That’s… that’s kind of amazing.” She sounded awed, which was saying something, given that she spent her days with gods and mythical creatures.

      I snorted. “That’s one word for it. Not a word I’d use mind you.”

      “And the Corpse King knows this about you?”

      “Yup. I accidentally jumped back in time with him during our battle in Olympus. He obviously thinks I can help him with his revenge plan.” I eyed Cassandra for a long moment, thinking. “I’m thinking maybe you have a part to play as well.”

      She sighed, and sat down to lean up against her own section of cave wall. “I suspect I’ve already played my part by being the conduit between him and you.”

      She was probably right, but I didn’t want to think about like that. Because then she’d used up her usefulness to Lycaon, and I didn’t know what he’d do to her. We had to find a way out of wherever we were. But first we had to get out of these chains.

      I had to get back to Cade. He must have noticed I was gone by now. He’d be losing his mind.

      “Do you have fire power?” I asked her, following the thread of an idea that worked its way into my mind.

      “A little. It’s not my strongest ability.”

      “I’m going to try and melt this cuff off my ankle. Then I’ll come over and get you out.” Setting my hands over the metal cuff, I concentrated on putting all my fire and all of my rage into it. I focused on Zeus, on Lycaon, and even though I didn’t really want to go there, on Iris. My fingers ignited flames first, then my skin started to glow red as the fire spread out along my skin. But it wasn’t working. The metal wasn’t melting.

      Closing my eyes, I pushed all I could into my hands. My ankle and foot got hot. I opened my eyes hoping that meant that the cuff was melting, but all that was happening was a bunch of smoke curled up from the cuff and links. It was something, a start, but I wasn’t sure it was enough. I wasn’t sure I could produce more than what I’d done so far. Especially if I didn’t want to burn my flesh off.

      Before I could test that theory any further, a shuffling came from around the rocky corner of the cave, well it was more of a cavity dug into the rock. It was the sound a few people dragging their feet as they walked. After another few seconds past, three of the undead ambled into the cave. Two were holding spears and the other a set of keys.

      While the one with the keys, looked like a woman, as there was still a few chunks of long brown hair on her skull and I could see the remnants of a dress on her skeletal frame, unlocked Cassandra’s ankle cuff, the other two with the spears, pointed them at her. There was no way she could get away without getting stabbed a few times.

      Once she was free, she rubbed at her ankle, then stood by as they unlocked my cuff. I thought about fighting; I probably could’ve gotten away, not without a poke or two, but I wouldn’t have been able to get Cassandra out too. I hated that I was making the assumption that she couldn’t fight, I’d never seen her in action, so I didn’t know one way or the other, she just looked fragile. But if she’d been called to the academy and hung out with Lucian and the gang, she was probably hella strong and powerful and I was just being a horrible presumptuous jerk.

      They marched us out of the cave, down a narrow craggy corridor and out into a large cavern. There were torches in every corner, bathing the large area with a warm yellow glow. There were more of the undead milling about, some of them looking like they were just walking around in circles, and at the far end of the cave was a throne built out of stone, and the Corpse King sat there gazing around at his mindless subjects.

      His head turned toward us, and his muzzle gaped into a twisted grotesque grin. “Welcome.”

      Tips of the spears that the undead held behind us pressed into our backs, and we were forced to walk forward, toward him.

      When we were standing right in front of him, he nodded to his zombie minions and they kicked us in the back of the legs, forcing us down to our knees. The bastard was making us kneel to him.

      “What do you want?” I demanded.

      “You know what I want, stupid girl,” he growled.

      “Revenge for the death of your sons,” I stated. “I get that. But what do you want from us?”

      “You are going to help me get that revenge.”

      “How?”

      “You have certain gifts that I need.”

      As I’d suspected, he needed my time jumping power. But what did he need Cassandra for?

      “I will provide food for you and a place to rest, and then we will begin.” He gave a curt nod to his zombie hench men and woman, and they poked us with the spears again, directing us out of the large cavern and down a different narrow passageway lit by flickering torches affixed to the stone.

      As we moved through the corridor, I put my senses to the test to try and figure out where we were being held prisoner. Obviously it was underground, in a cave system. It had to have been a system already dug out, as there was no way the Corpse King and his merry band of undead could have done that kind of work. Maybe over a period of years, but not in a week or so. So I thought possibly we were in an abandoned mine of some sort. Unfortunately  I imagined there were likely lots of those around.

      I glanced over at Cassandra; her gaze was on the sides and floor and ceiling of the passageway. I imagined she was doing the same thing I was—trying to figure out where we were. When we came to the end of the path, and went around a corner to another dug out corridor, I noticed that there was a very narrow trickle of water along one wall. I looked down and saw a couple of small puddles. We walked through one of them. The accumulation of moisture meant we were near a body of water. So, a lake, or stream. Not the ocean I didn’t think, or there would be more water and the smell of brine in the air. As it was, I could only smell the odor of metal and a slight cold dampness that always came from being underground.

      Nearing the end of the passageway I could see more yellow light flickering along the craggy rock walls. We were poked into going into another large cavern. This one had a bunch of cots arranged in a circle along the walls. And in the cots, asleep I assumed, I hoped, were the Hours. Only one of the Goddesses was sitting up on the cot blinking at us with large golden eyes. It was Auge.

      I ran to her side and grabbed her hands. “Auge. Are you okay?”

      She smiled at me. “Of course I am.”

      “Do you remember me?”

      “Yes, you are Nicole and you are a friend of Cade’s.” She tilted her head to one side to look past me. “Is Cade here with you?”

      “No, he’s back at the academy, trying to figure out how to rescue you and your sisters.”

      “That’s nice,” she said with a even bigger smile.

      I squeezed her hand, and leaned in close to her. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      One of the undead guards grabbed me by the hair and dragged me away from Auge. He shoved me toward one of the empty cots across the rock floor from the Hours. I sat down on it, and glared up at him, even though I knew it didn’t matter, he didn’t have any thoughts or feelings toward me. He was just obeying the orders of his king.

      “I’m going to break that spear of yours, mate and shove it up your bony arse.”

      On the other cot next to me, Cassandra snorted, “You have the most colorful way of speaking.”

      “I know he doesn’t understand me, but I had to say it. It’s the principal of the thing.”

      Once we were chained up again to our cots, the undead guards shuffled out of the cave, their job finished.

      “I can’t believe those are the Hours,” Cassandra said as she looked over at the twelve docile Goddesses. “They aren’t chained, why haven’t they escaped?”

      “Because they are literally programmed to do one job, and that’s to exist during two segments of time. When Auge’s time is done, she’s usually up during dawn, then she goes to sleep while the next gets up.”

      “That’s really sad, actually.”

      “I know. They didn’t even fight the undead when they came to kidnap them from Olympus.”

      Before we could say anything else, another two undead came into the cavern. These two were carrying big canvas bags filled with fruits and vegetables. They dumped them at our feet then shuffled away. Apricots, figs and grapes rolled out of one bag. I poked at the other bag to see green peppers, large plump tomatoes, and a few eggplants inside.

      As I reached down and plucked a bunch of red grapes from the bag, I knew one thing for sure—we were still in Greece. And that would make it easier for Cade to find us.
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      After we ate, we slept, as we didn’t have anything better to do. This wasn’t a vacation and we weren’t staying in a Holiday Inn. I could’ve sat on my cot and seethed with anger for hours, but that wasn’t going to do me or Cassandra or anyone any good. Eating and conserving energy was the smart play here, as was trying to think of a way out, so I didn’t want us to be distracted by playing any games that would help to pass the time. I would find a way to escape, I would find an opening in their defenses to exploit. I would. Eventually. For now, I needed to be strong, and patient.

      Patience was not my greatest virtue.

      I didn’t know how long I was asleep for before one of the undead poked me in the gut with the tip of his spear, jolting me out of a light sleep. It grunted at me as I bolted upright, blinking rapidly as my eyes adjusted to the dim light. Looking over at the Hours I noticed that the one Goddess who was awake and sitting motionless on her cot was dressed in a dark dress and her skin was also tinged blue, so it made sense that it was sometime in the night right now. Her sisters were all asleep, and would remain so until it was their Hour, so they weren’t a likely source of help. The zombie grunted at me again, jerking its spear through the air. I didn’t speak zombie, but from its rudimentary attempt to communicate I assumed he wanted me to get up and go with him. I looked over at Cassandra, she too had been awakened and was being poked with the spear, which was dull but still kind of hurt.

      After my ankle cuff was unlocked, which took forever because the zombie had rotten stumps for fingers, I was forced, by a constant jab in the back with the spear, to leave our cave and return to the large cavern and to where the Corpse King sat on his stone throne. I wondered if he’d even moved from when we saw him hours ago. I mean, he was a zombie, so he didn’t have to eat or drink or use the facilities, so what was he doing all day? It wasn’t like he had a smart phone to cruise Insta with. He was probably dreaming about his revenge.

      “I hope you got enough beauty sleep because now we have work to do.” He stood the instant he saw me and Cassandra, then moved over to us. The way he moved was unnerving. He’d retained some semblance of the way a human body moved, the mechanics of it, but it had been mixed with a predatory wolfish prowl and the awkward jerking stumble of the undead. I wonder if he was aware that he was so obviously not who he once was, and if so, if he cared.

      “Maybe if you just told me what you needed, I could give it to you, you could let Cassandra go, and we’d all could just go on our merry ways.” I knew it wasn’t going to happen, mostly because no way in hell was I going to give this bag of bones and rotting flesh whatever it was he was after, but I had to say it, I had to try to convince him that we were on his side.

      “I need you to take me to the beginning and end of time.” He sucked in… well, I guess it wasn’t a breath, because he no longer breathed, but he made the air whistle through his decomposing head all the same. It was gross enough to distract me from what he’d just ordered me to do, at least for a moment.

      “I… what did you just say?” I stared blankly at him. Shit. I thought maybe he just wanted to go somewhere back in time where he could kill Zeus or something. I could’ve done that. Despite Cade’s fears of changing the past which would alter the future, I didn’t necessarily hate that plan. Then that asshole couldn’t have tortured and banished me, and if you asked me, the pompous ass had it coming. But then, maybe the academy wouldn’t have been created, I wouldn’t have gotten a shadowbox, and I wouldn’t have met Cade.

      Yeah, there was a lot to unpack there. It made my brain hurt.

      “Um, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “You do.” He lifted a bony hand and touched my head. “The place I need to go is buried in there.” His gaze turned to Cassandra, and touched her head. “And in there.”

      I tried not to turn and look at Cassandra. Because now I knew what he meant, and where he wanted to go. Cassandra had taken me there in a vision. It was where Chronos existed. The beginning and end of time.

      I didn’t know how he planned on making me take him there, when I didn’t even know where “there” was. It could’ve been ten thousand years in the past, or in the future. I wasn’t sure it was even a place on this plane of existence.

      “Why don’t I just take us all to Disneyland? It would be way more fun.”

      The Corpse King glared at me, in so much as he could, with eyes that just bulged out of his decaying skull. I realized my glib remark wasn’t all that successful, as the ancient king wouldn’t know what Disneyland was. It was obvious my witty sarcasm was just being wasted on him.

      “I’m telling you right now Lycaon, that you’re wasting your time. I can’t get you to where you want to go. So, you might as well just give up that grand plan. Now, I could get you to a place where you could get all your frustration and anger out on the person who messed up your life. You could slay Zeus before he even curses your sons. Although I’m not sure how one goes about killing the most powerful God in the world. I’m sure you can figure out something, you seem like a smart bloke. How about that? Doesn’t that sound like a reasonable idea?”

      Next to me, I could hear Cassandra mumbling under breath. I strained to listen, and I was pretty sure she was saying, “Stop talking. Stop talking. You’re making it worse.” But it was possible that was just my inner voice screaming at me.

      The Corpse King took a menacing step closer to me. “I have no doubt you will take me to where I need to go. It might just take some time. But I am willing to sacrifice it.” He reached out and grabbed my arm. The same one he’d previously injured. Then he grabbed onto Cassandra. “Jump!”

      I tried to pull away from him, but his grip on me was strong. His skeletal fingers dug into my flesh again. Pain zipped up my arm, and I could already smell the infection starting to form inside my arm.

      “Jump!” he growled.

      I shook my head. “I won’t do it.”

      “Then I will kill your friend.” He nodded to the undead who had been standing still around us, and they moved. The guards who had spears all lined up around Cassandra, the sharp and dull tips pointing at her, ready to sink into her body.

      “Jump!”

      I closed my eyes, concentrate really hard on what was swirling around in my body and in my head. I could feel the air around us start to vibrate and thin out like ether. It was getting harder to breathe. There was more pressure on my arm, more pain. I heard Cassandra’s gasp…

      Then we jumped.

      It was likely because I was thinking about it and had said it out loud, that it was sitting right there on the tip of my mind, that we ended up popping into existence right next to the Haunted Mansion attraction in Disneyland Park.

      “Oh my Gods,” Cassandra gasped.

      We startled a few people who had been lined up outside ready to go in with our sudden arrival.

      I heard some people say stuff like, “Cool design”, “He looks so real,” and one obnoxious teenager whined, “I’ve seen better costumes at Halloween.”

      I realized they were all talking about the Corpse King, who had turned his head and was gaping at all the people.

      One little girl with dark hair pointed at us from the line she stood in with an older couple. “Look Auntie, ghosts.”

      I stared at that little girl. There was something about her that seemed familiar.

      “Jump us back,” the Corpse King growled. “Or I will kill all these people.”

      I closed my eyes again, and concentrated on taking us back to the cave. The pain in my arm reminded me at what was at stake, and I felt the air vibrate again. Seconds later, we popped back into the cave, right in the same spot we’d left, and by the stance the undead were still in, right back to the exact moment we’d left. That was definitely progress. I’d only been able to do that one time before, and that was with the Corpse King.

      Landing back where we were, made me a bit dizzy and I fumbled to the side. I didn’t fall because Lycaon had a firm grip on my arm. In fact, the tips of his fingers were buried deep into my flesh. I looked over at Cassandra and saw the same confusion and disorientation that I’d experienced during my first time jumps.

      While I was trying to steady myself, a full-on vivid memory exploded in my mind. I was nine, and I traveled with my aunt and uncle to the United States, and we’d gone to Disneyland. I remember being so excited about it, that I had cried on the airplane coming over from Britain thinking it was taking way too long to get there. I also remember standing in line at the Haunted Mansion attraction during an especially warm spring day, and seeing ghosts pop in and out of sight.

      Bloody hell. That little girl who had pointed at us, had been me.

      Was I jumping us to places deep in my memory? Memories I’d forgotten?

      That was what he was hoping for. That I take us to a memory deep in my subconscious. The memory of seeing Chronos.

      “Again,” the Corpse King grunted, knocking me out of my thoughts and back to this reality.

      I shook my head to try and clear it. “Give me a minute. I’m not feeling well.”

      “How you feel is of no consequence to me. You will jump us again and again until you can take me to the beginning and end of time.”

      “I can’t.” My stomach roiled over thinking about constantly jumping. I tried to clear my mind as much as possible. I tried to push away all notions and images of places that would be helpful to him and only thought about his pain and suffering.

      “AGAIN!” His voice thundered through the cave, thundered through me, until I was literally shaking.

      He squeezed my arm again, pain flared through me, the air around us trembled, thinning out to barely nothing, then we jumped. The images whizzing past us as we tumbled through the bright white abyss were too quick that I couldn’t hold onto any of them.

      And then we tumbled onto hard packed ground between squat, white stone buildings with red slate roofs. I’d been here before. And so had the Corpse King.

      “Why have you brought us here?” he demanded. There was a small level of fear in his voice. I liked hearing it.

      “I don’t know. It was obviously in my mind, and yours.”

      “Take us away from here.” He shook my arm violently. The pain of it made my head swim. I had to put out a hand to brace against one of the houses so I didn’t fall to my knees and vomit.

      “Stop it!” Cassandra said. “Making her sick, won’t help you.”

      Before I could do or say anything else, a gong sounded through the town streets. Lycaon’s head came up at that, and his gaze flitted to the street beyond the houses where several people, both men and women, in colorful robes and carrying baskets of food and other items walked past. Lycaon gasped. Or at least it was a gasp. It was a sound of surprise I’d never heard from him before.

      “My son!” He started for the street, dragging both of us with him, since we were all nearly fused together at this point. “I saw my son, Macednus.”

      When we reached the street, we all peered out at the gathering crowd. Sure enough one of the men in a royal purple robe, stepped up onto the gallery of the white stone temple to address everyone. I could feel Lycaon’s supreme sadness as he gazed out at his son, who had not yet been slaughtered by Zeus. Maybe I could use that against him.

      “You could stay here, Lycaon, in a time where he’s not dead. Wouldn’t you like that?”

      He didn’t respond, just kept peering out at his son and fellow citizens. I didn’t know if we were back in his own city-state or the one his son had created. I knew from history that his sons had formed all of the city-states within Arcadia. And I thought this was a perfect place, the perfect time, to leave him.

      I glanced at Cassandra behind his back, and mouthed to her, “On three, we pull away.”

      She nodded.

      I started to count, whispering under my breath, “One, two…THREE!”

      I grabbed his arm around his wrist and pulled as hard as I could to dislodge his fingers from my arm. At the same time, Cassandra yanked her arm as hard as she could. I heard a stomach churning popping sound from her. It was the sound of dislocating a shoulder. She screamed from the pain.

      That unfortunately roused the Corpse King back to reality and he looked down at what I was doing. I’d managed to remove almost all of his fingers from my arm, blood and pus dribbled over my skin, and was pulling away when he came back to his senses, and reattached himself. At least with his attention on me, Cassandra was able to get away.
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      “Run!” I shouted.

      Although I wasn’t sure that being left here in this place was a good option for Cassandra, I screamed at her to run. I hoped and prayed she’d be able to get free, and also that she heard the urgency in my voice and understood that I wasn’t asking. I figured once I dealt with the Corpse King, in whatever way I could, I’d come back for her. I’d make it my life mission to do that, no matter what it took. For now though, I had to get her moving.

      The second she was on the run, so was the Corpse King, with that awkward human-wolf-zombie gait, and because he still had me by the arm, I was jolted along with him. I did my level best though to slow him down. I even dropped to the ground, playing dead so he’d have to drag me with him. Unfortunately, he was mega strong, stronger than any man alive, and didn’t have an issue dragging me behind him. My arm throbbed beyond imagine as he yanked on it, nearly pulling it out of my shoulder socket and most definitely stretching the tendons and connective tissue in my rotator cuff, while he chased after Cassandra through the city streets.

      By now, we’d gained an audience to our tragic play. Some of the people who had been passing by in the street ventured our way, drawn by the spectacle, like modern-day humans who gawked as they drove by the scene of an accident. There was lots of pointing and gasping and rapid-fire talking in Greek. That, at least, hadn’t changed over the centuries. I would’ve said something to them in return, to calm them down, if I thought they could help in any way, but as it was we were messing around with history right now, and I wasn’t sure what kind of future ripples it would make for us. Hopefully none of significance, but then again, this was me and my luck had me being dragged through the streets of ancient Greece by a corpse in a twinkly tiara, so I wasn’t going to hold my breath.

      As long as I got back to Cade. As long as there was a Cade to get back to. I could deal with any ripples other than that.

      Cassandra ran pretty hard, but came to a bit of a dead end consisting of two houses at the end of the lane. There was no way to go. She whirled back around, her face a mask of panic, then she looked up and I suspected I knew what she was going to do. Within seconds the back of her shirt split open and her beautiful white wings emerged. The remaining scraps of her shirt clung to her in tatters, but I didn’t think that anyone would even notice she was partially naked, because their attention would be completely caught on her absolutely magnificent wings. I’d never been so jealous.

      She flapped them once and lifted into the air. I thought she looked like some ancient bird of prey, like some primordial creature had taken the place of Cassandra the second she’d spread her wings. Or it could’ve been I was starting to feel delusional. That was a distinct possibility. My whole body burned with fever, and I felt sick to my stomach. The infection from the Corpse King’s decaying flesh invading my arm was quickly rushing through me, his continuous grasp so much more sickening than the cuts he’d given me before, the ones I’d been able to quickly heal from.

      Cassandra rose into the air. People around us gasped. I heard the names Artemis and Athena and Aphrodite on people’s lips. It was obvious these people hadn’t ever experienced any of the Goddesses before, as they didn’t know what they actually looked like, so it made sense that they defaulted to thinking that Cassandra was one of the major Goddesses. Though to my way of thinking, Cassandra was so much better than any of those selfish creatures, and always would be. As she rose up above the crowds of fascinated people, she did look like a major Goddess with her expanse of breathtaking wings and flowing curly red hair.

      Before she could soar above the roof tops though, the Corpse King reached for her, grasping her around the ankle and pulled her down. I knew first-hand that the contact on her flesh was going to hurt, but I couldn’t focus on that now. I tried to hit him and kick at him to break his hold, but my strength was depleting rapidly. Getting dragged across the cobblestone streets, had been a poor decision on my part.

      Cassandra kicked out at him with her other foot, landing quite a few blows to his head, a piece of his skull even busted off, but it didn’t stop him from pulling her back down to the ground. Before he could do anything else, a voice at the mouth of the lane drew all our attention and as one we whirled around.

      Lycaon’s son Macednus stood there shouting at us. I didn’t understand ancient Greek but I got the gist of it when two guards dressed in chest plates and carrying swords charged at us, ancient armour clanking. I did hear the name Hades in that sentence there. I wondered if Macednus mistook his dead father to be the God of Darkness. Or a version of him. I’d heard Hades could take as many forms as he liked. All the Gods could for that matter. Not like they needed more power.

      The Corpse King froze in spot, staring at his son. Given the fact that his face was a combination of bone and disintegrating flesh, it was hard to decipher his expression, but the fact remained that this was someone he hadn’t seen face to face in over three thousand years. I couldn’t even imagine what that must’ve felt like. If he still had a heart in his decayed body it probably would’ve been hurting right now.

      “Get us out of here,” he growled to me. The urgency in his gravely voice was evident.

      He wasn’t wrong. We couldn’t afford to be stuck here for the rest of our weird lives. I couldn’t imagine any one of us would survive it for very long. By the looks of those guards, and the way they brandished those swords, they were operating on orders from their master to slay us right there and then.

      I couldn’t concentrate, not with two armed guards almost upon us. I had to do something to give me more time to open the time portal for us to jump through. I could’ve shot fire at the two guards and killed them, but I didn’t believe they deserved that fate. Not by me, anyway. I spied a cart of what looked to be barely and rye. Lifting my hand, then one not attached to the Corpse King, I sparked flames along my fingers, grew a small fire ball in my palm, and then with a whole lot of effort I threw it at the cart. It instantly caught fire right as the guards ran past it.

      The other citizens who had been watching this all go down, shouted, and then dropped to their knees. I suspected they thought I was some sort of Goddess. I started to giggle at that thought. My delirium was most definitely affecting any sense I had, which I imagined wasn’t much to being with.

      I heard the names Hades again, and this time along with it was Hecate. Although I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting her, at least I didn’t have any memories of that, I knew who the witch was. According to my research, she was pretty bad ass, so the comparison was very cool with me right now. If the people were afraid, then they weren’t coming after us and it would give me time to make the portal to jump.

      “Do it now!” The Corpse King demanded while squeezing my arm.

      Pain zipped up my arm, and rushed over every part of my body. I got dizzy, and had to bend over to catch my breath. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on getting us out of here. I started to think about the cave, then it kind of got mixed up with an image of a majestic Cassandra flying in the air, then all kinds of thoughts started to spin around in my head. Good thoughts and bad ones. And just plain ridiculous ones.

      Soon I could feel the air around us vibrating, it skimmed over my skin, making me even more nauseous. Then we were sucked into a white void, with a kaleidoscope of colors spinning around us like the wheel from Wheel of Fortune. Except on these panels were a mishmash of images, all plucking from my brain in some form.

      Then the wheel jerked to a stop and we were tossed out into a vibrant green field of tall grass. Beyond that I could see what looked like tall palm trees, and a whole thicket of ferns and other leafy plants. I rolled over onto my side, my legs no longer wanted to keep me upright.

      “Where are we?” Cassandra asked.

      I couldn’t answer that, because I had no idea where I brought us. There was no one definitive destination in my jumbled mind.

      “Get on your feet.” The Corpse King yanked on my arm, but I sagged like a rag doll. He tried again, and I got up partially before the ground seemed to shake right under my boot heels.

      I paused, looked around, as the ground shook again.

      “Is that an earthquake?” Cassandra asked, her brow deeply furrowing, as she surveyed the field.

      The ground shook again and again. There was also a distant thud, thud, thud.

      I didn’t like the sound of that at all. It reminded me too much of a movie. You know the one called…

      Above the tree tops three lizard-like bumpy heads emerged, and then three huge bodies with long tails. I gaped, frozen to the spot as three brachiosauruses thundered out of the trees and into the field. They had to have been over fifty feet tall and twice as long.

      Cassandra turned her head to gape at me. “You brought us back one hundred million years in the past.”

      “I ah, didn’t know what I was doing. I can barely function right now.”

      The Corpse King had yet to say anything, he was too busy gawking at the dinosaurs walking by.

      “What… what are those creatures?” he finally stammered. “Are they dragons or demons from Tartarus?”

      “Neither, there skippy. They are called dinosaurs. I’ve kind of taken us back a long long long way.”

      He shook my arm again. My stomach rolled over and bile rose into my throat. “Then take us back to the cave.”

      “I can barely walk, so I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      Another sound came from the nearby clumping of trees. It almost sounded like a lion. A very large angry lion. But I knew there weren’t lions in the Jurassic period. There were other, larger, meaner, predators around though.

      “We need to get out of this field,” Cassandra said exactly what I was thinking.

      Another roar echoed from the neighboring trees. I suspected it wouldn’t be long before we saw a huge T-Rex looking dinosaur come running out of those trees.

      The Corpse King pulled me to my feet, and we started to move across the field, but I kept stumbling. He was jogging too fast for me. I couldn’t keep up with him attached to my arm.

      “Let go of us,” I said breathlessly. “Then we can all run better.”

      He eyed me sharply, but maybe saw the common sense in what I was saying, because he yanked out his fingers from my arm, there was actually a wet sickening noise when he did that, and relinquished his hold on Cassandra. Just as he did, a huge flesh eating dinosaur came sprinting out from the forest behind us. I suspected it was going after the brachiosauruses, but we would be a much easier snack to have once it spotted us.

      “Oh my Gods!” Cassandra exclaimed. “We’re going to die.”

      “If we can make it to the other trees, and get up into one of those towering trees, we’d be okay.”

      She must’ve been thinking the same thing I was at the exact same time, because without a word, she unfurled her wings, grabbed me under the arms and took me up into the air all before the Corpse King could react.

      As we rose in the air, he growled at us, “You will not survive without me, girl. I am the only one who can stop the infection spreading through your bloodstream.”

      I didn’t know if that was true or not. All I knew was that I didn’t want to get eaten by some prehistoric beast before I could return to the academy and tell Cade that I was madly and deeply in love with him.
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      The sound of Cassandra’s wings flapping hard in the air echoed to my ears. I could also hear her labored breathing as she carried me up higher into the sky. She was strong, but like all demigods I was made up of dense muscle, and I felt her muscles strain to support my weight. Down below, I watched as the T-Rex dashed after us, snapping his jaws every once in a while. I could hear the gnashing of his razor-sharp teeth and feel the wind on my face when he snapped them shut.

      The sounds issuing from his gigantic meaty throat were chilling, a combination of a wolf’s howls and a lizard’s hiss and so ear-shatteringly loud it defied logic. Note to self, a dinosaur sounded nothing like what contemporary humans imagined. Ross Gellar was going to be sorely disappointed.

      I could feel Cassandra struggling to fly us higher, but there was literally nothing I could do to help her. I was a dead weight at this point with no wings of my own. When the dinosaur got too close, just like six inches below my boots, I mustered up enough strength and power to form a tiny ball of fire in my good hand, as I struggled to contract into an even tighter ball. I let the fire fall onto its head like a water balloon of flames.

      It didn’t do much but break apart into hundreds of tiny sparks over the thick reptilian skin, but it must have had some bite, because it did shock the beast into putting on the brakes. It stopped, shook his head, looking around with its beady lizard eyes, probably trying to figure out where the fire had come from. Holy smokes, but there was something unnerving about seeing those reptilian, bird-like eyes, supersized in that giant head. Then thankfully we’d flown far enough away that it lost interest. It let out another chilling, primordial shriek-roar thing, then glanced back at the Corpse King who hadn’t even bothered to move. The dinosaur sniffed at him, then lost interest and went back to its original plan and ran after the brachiosauruses.

      Because Lycaon was dead, he probably didn’t have a very good smell to the dinosaur. He definitely wouldn’t have smelled like food, but in fact death and decay, which probably would have signalled a massive stomach-ache to any animal with a keen sense of smell. That sweet, rotting decay was the odor that the Corpse King carried with him, but I’d been around it so long, it didn’t even bother me anymore. I’d gotten used to it. Or it could’ve been I was starting to match his smell. Which… eew.

      I glanced at my arm, the one where he’d gouged his skeletal fingers into. The holes were red and sore looking, all of them oozed blood and a yellowish pus. The skin near the wounds was starting to turn black. I was rotting from the inside out, and that just wasn’t a thing that was going to happen.

      When we reached the far side of the field and the lush forest there, Cassandra had to set us down as she couldn’t fly through the dense, verdant trees, the branches were too many and too thick with damp leaves. Once we were back on the ground, she put an arm around me, to basically carry me, and we went into the trees. The canopy was high and lush in here. I was sweating when we stopped at the first tree that we could logistically climb. The humidity was stifling here, or it could’ve been the raging fever I suspected I had.

      I set my hand against the tree trunk and looked up, all the way up to where we’d probably be safest. There was no way I could climb that without falling and breaking my neck.

      I couldn’t remember a single other time in my life that I’d looked at an obstacle and simply felt defeated. In my bones, I felt that it hadn’t even happened in the times that I couldn’t remember. But right now, looking up the scaly brown corduroy of the tree trunk, I knew, right down in my bones I knew that this just wasn’t going to happen.

      “I can’t do it,” I said, shaking my head.

      Cassandra set her hand on my face. “You’re burning up.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m dying.” I showed her my arm. It was getting blacker by the minute.

      She visibly winced as she inspected my wounds, which told me that I was right in my self-assessment about their severity. “I can try and heal you, but I’m not as gifted as Chiron.”

      “Give it a go. I’ve got nothing to lose.”

      She set her hands on me, took in a few deep breaths, then closed her eyes. Her face scrunched up as she concentrated and I imagined tried to push her power into me. I didn’t feel anything. No magical warmth or healing power surging from her to me. I’d say it wasn’t working. She opened her eyes, then dropped her hands.

      “We need to get you to Chiron,” she said, despair painted over the lines of her face. “Do you think you could jump us out of here and back to the academy? Is that possible?”

      I desperately wanted it to be possible, but I had a suspicion it wasn’t going to work. Normally I would try not to think about it too much, would just shake everything off and give it my best shot. But just like when I’d looked up the trunk of that tree, knowing that I needed to climb it to get to safety, my body informed my mind that this was in no way happening. Nope. Not. My lasagna and blueberry pie had left the building. I was done. My thoughts were all jumbled. I could barely construct a coherent sentence without extreme effort. But I’d try. I had to try.

      I grabbed onto Cassandra’s hands, wrenching my thoughts into the moment. “Think about the academy. Think about that exact moment in the dining hall when we were talking. Tinker was there, remember? His skinny little silver arms plucked that dish of French fries from the buffet, and you laughed a little? Concentrate on that.”

      She nodded, and I closed my eyes and tried to do the same. But I couldn’t. I’d try to capture that image in my mind, then I’d lose it and it would just be a mish mash of color and a Ferris wheel of images. Images from my past in London; I saw Pinky’s face flash by. Pictures of Cade and the academy spun across my mind, then they were lost in a sea of darkness. Blood hell! I couldn’t capture one solid image to focus on. There was no way I could make a portal and safely jump us anywhere. I’d take us to the edge of space with my luck. Then we’d be supremely screwed.

      I opened my eyes, then sagged against the nearby tree, every bit of my energy depleted. “I can’t do it.”

      She set her hand on my shoulder in comfort. “Do you think he was telling the truth about being able to heal you?”

      I shook my head slowly. Dizziness was settling in. “I’d like to think that he wasn’t trying to kill me without a backup plan. He’s beyond insane, but I don’t think he’s stupid.”

      I started to slide down the tree. Cassandra caught me before I tipped over onto the ground. She helped settle me with my back up against the trunk.

      “I’ll go find him, and bring him back here.”

      “Hopefully the T-Rex didn’t use him as a toothpick after its fine meal of brachiosaurus.”

      She chuckled softly. “Yeah, here’s hoping.”

      She ran back toward the treeline. I lost sight of her behind the huge ferns and other plants. As I sat there, I tried to keep my eyes open, but it proved difficult. I was exhausted and my body felt like it was on fire. Maybe if I just had a little sleep, I’d feel better.

      “Hey Nic.” I slowly opened my eyes to see Cade lightly tapping my cheek. “Wake up, babe.”

      My heart swelled. “Cade? What are you doing here?”

      “I flew in to find you.”

      “But… I’m like millions of years away from you.”

      He smiled. “I know, but I can always find you.” He cupped my cheek, and then leaned down to kiss me. It was a quick, butterfly kiss. Soft and gentle. Slightly ticklish.

      When he pulled back to look in my eyes, I lifted my good hand and wiped at my mouth, then frowned. “You’re not here, are you?”

      He shook his head. “No, babe, I’m a dream.”

      “Well, shit, that blows.”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      I opened my eyes for real to find a moth the size of my entire hand trying to take a little rest on my lips. I batted it away. “Get off!”

      Once it flew away, I relaxed against the tree again. My heart squeezed realizing that my short little hallucination hadn’t been real. I ached for Cade. The thought of me possibly never seeing him again made my stomach cramp.

      A few seconds later, the bushes nearby shook. I braced for some large Nicole-eating lizard to burst out of the greenery and attack me. Instead, it was Cassandra and the Corpse King. I must’ve been out longer than I first thought.

      Cassandra gestured toward me. “Heal her, then we can get out of here.”

      I raised my blackened arm toward him. He grasped it, none too gently, then faster than I could discern, he unsheathed a dagger from his waist—it looked like one of my knives—then he dug it into my flesh and sliced off the decay.

      Pain burst through me. I saw dark spots in my vision. I leaned over and vomited all the bile in my stomach. Cassandra immediately crouched next to me, grabbing my shoulders, making me look at her when all I wanted to do was fall over and die.

      “Use your fire power, Nicole. You need to cauterize your arm.” As she spoke, she tore a long strip of cloth from her shirt. Then she shoved a stick into my mouth so I could bite down on it. And I did.

      Trying to fight the nausea, I reached inside to find my fire. It was there flickering in the darkness of my mind. I pulled at it, bringing it to the surface. Within seconds, I was able to produce a few flames on my hand then I forced it to go upwards over my arm. Slowly, the fire crawled along my skin.

      A fierce burning added to the pain that had taken over my body and mind. My teeth clamped down on the stick so hard, I thought I would shatter them or shatter the wood. I kept at it, until I’d cauterized every vessel in my arm. Blood stopped dripping onto the dirt floor.

      I pulled my fire back inside and sagged sideways.

      Cassandra took my arm and wrapped the cloth around it, to keep it from getting infected while it healed. This time when she placed her hands on me, I could feel a tingling along my skin. With the dead tissue gone, she was able to send some of her healing power into me.

      “Now you take us back,” the Corpse King demanded.

      He reached for my arm again, but I pulled it away. “You’re not touching me again.”

      Cassandra sighed. “He has to, for all of us to jump.”

      “Fine. You can hold my boot.” I raised my leg toward him.

      He glared at me, but I suspected he wanted to get out of here as much as Cassandra and I did. He couldn’t get his revenge if he was stuck in Jurassic Park. He wrapped his skeletal hand around my boot.

      Cassandra clasped her hand with mine. “Where should we go?”

      “Back to the cave,” he growled. “You can get rest and food there.”

      I nodded, and then took in a few deep breaths to try and clear my mind. Pain still lingered around my brain and body, but Cassandra’s healing had kicked in some endorphins as well to numb the worst of it. I pictured the dark dank cave in my mind. Seconds later I could smell it deeply in my nostrils.

      At first I didn’t think I was going to work and that I was too injured, but then the air around us starting to shake and shimmer. Then a bright light sucked us out of the beautiful green forest, and a few seconds later, it deposited us back into the cave.

      Lycaon relinquished his hold on my boot, and for a split second I considered grabbing Cassandra and jumping us out of there immediately. But I was too exhausted. My body and mind couldn’t logistically do it anymore. I needed to sleep.

      Without asking or waiting for a guard, I shuffled down the rocky narrow passageway back to the alcove that held the cots. I shuffled past the Hours who were all sleeping, except for the one in dark robes, the same one who’d been there when we first jumped, to my cot. I fell onto it and was out instantly.
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      I didn’t know how long I slept, but Cassandra told me that she’d seen four of the Hours get up, so using that method of time keeping, I’d have to say I got around eight hours. When I sat up on the cot and swung my legs over the side, I was a bit dizzy but that quickly passed. I also noticed that I was chained up again though. Not a surprise.

      Cassandra tossed over the bag of figs and other fruits. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better.” I lifted my arm to test it out. It felt a million times better than before. I was afraid to take off the cloth covering though. I really didn’t want to see what that zombie had done to me. I was afraid of seeing that I didn’t have much of an arm left after he’d cut so much of it away.

      I eyed her in the dim light. “Did you get some sleep?” She looked very drawn and pale.

      “A little. Kept having bad dreams.”

      “Dreams or visions?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe both. I’m not sure.”

      “Has death head been in to check on us?”

      “No. Haven’t seen him since we got back here.”

      As I ate a few figs, I regarded Cassandra. “I wish I could reach over and touch you, so we could jump the hell out of here.”

      “Me too.”

      “Listen, next time I get the chance, I’m going to send your arse back to the academy.”

      “We can both go back, together.”

      I nodded, as I shoved the rest of the fig in my mouth. But my nod wasn’t an agreement to that. If I got the chance, and had only time for one thing, I was going to send Cassandra back whether she liked it or not. He really didn’t need her, not for this. I suspected she was more of an insurance policy. A way to make me do what he wanted.

      It wasn’t long before the Corpse King and his merry band of zombies, armed with spears and swords, shuffled into the cave.

      “I have healed you, I have given you food, I have let you rest. I am a man of my word. Now it is time to continue to jump.”

      “Healed me?” I barked. “You nearly cut off my arm, you tosser!”

      “But it is better, yes? It is healing.”

      “No thanks to you. Cassandra did the actual healing.”

      I could tell I was making him angrier. At this point, I didn’t really care. He’d already poisoned me with his decayed flesh, nearly cut off my arm, and was basically torturing me with all the jumps he needed me to do, so what else could he possibly do that could be worse?

      “Your sniffling complaints mean nothing to me.” He nodded to his undead henchmen. One of them nearly poked my eye out with his spear, as the other unlocked my chains. I got to my feet, the spear’s tip lowered to where my heart would be. “You will do as I demand, or I will—,”

      “I know, you’ll kill me.” I rolled my eyes.

      “No, I will kill her.” Another of the zombies brandished his sword and swung it quickly at Cassandra. I sucked in a breath as the blade came to a stop a mere inch from her neck.

      I looked at her, her gaze fixed on me. I could see the fear in her eyes, but also the courage. She’d fight if she had to. She’d fight to the death if it came to that. I hoped it didn’t come to that though.

      “I know you won’t, because I also know you need her to find the beginning and end of time. You know we’ve been there together. I suspect that’s why you picked her to come through to get to me. You must’ve caught a glimpse of it when you were in her head”.

      I could see him realize that I had him by the figurative balls. As I suspected those were likely one of the first pieces on him to rot away in his crypt.

      Another nod, and the sword was dropped. The other guard unlocked Cassandra’s chains. Then the three of us were back in our little jump circle.

      Lycaon reached out to grab us by the arms again. I pulled my healing arm away from him. “You are not digging your claws into me again.”

      “I will not, if you do not give me a reason to.”

      After a few seconds of contemplation, I nodded, and let him grasp onto my hand. The revulsion of holding this undead asshole’s hand surged through me, but I tamped it down. It was better than the alternative. Besides that it would be easier to kick him to the curb if I got another chance to if his fingers weren’t actually buried deep inside my muscles.

      “We are going to jump until you get me to that place. I do not care how tired you get or how hungry. So do it the first time.”

      Joined together, I glanced at Cassandra hoping she understood why. I needed her to think of that place we saw together in her vision. I needed her power of foresight for us to get there, I was sure of it.

      I closed my eyes to focus on creating the portal. I pictured the large rocky mountains and barren terrain of the place that Chronos existed. I tried to completely submerse myself in that image. But it was hard. My brain didn’t want to go there.

      The air started to vibrate around us, thinning to the point of nothingness, then at the last second I thought about how much I missed London, and my friend Pinky, instead of the craggy domain of Chronos. There came the bright light again, and the whooshing sensation, and then we were suddenly in a darkened alleyway.

      “What is this?” the Corpse King demanded.

      I looked around, took in the sounds and smells of the area. I saw a red double decker bus go by on the street beyond the mouth of the alleyway. I grinned. “We’re in London.”

      “This is where you’re from,” Cassandra said.

      I nodded, and forgetting myself, I dropped their hands and wandered to the opening of the alleyway to take a peek. Before the Corpse King and Cassandra caught up to me, I spied my favorite curry shop. I looked down both ways of the street. It all looked familiar. The time of night, the sights, the noise.

      “I think this is the night I met my friend Pinky for the first time.”

      And sure enough I spotted her, coming down the street, bouncing up and down like she did, with her pink pigtails bopping along with her. Before I could step out into the street and go to her, Lycaon grabbed my arm, my sore one, and spun me around to face him.

      “We are not here for your sentimental journey.”

      I pulled out of his grasp—I was surprised he let me—then marched back into the alley. “I know.”

      “Then make the right jump.” He grabbed my hand again, and Cassandra’s.

      “It’s hard. I can’t quite focus on it.”

      “Try harder.”

      Although I didn’t want to leave this place, this time, I knew I had to. The only way out of this situation was to give him what he wanted. I closed my eyes and tried to remember the vision I’d shared with Cassandra. It hadn’t really been a specific place and time, like going to the beach in the middle of the Gods’ war. It was time and place adjacent. Not really here or there, or then or now. Not past or present. It existed just out of the time portal.

      I pushed hard into my brain to find the memory of that moment. I squeezed Cassandra’s hand to help me. Then it was like being pushed to the edge of a cliff and forced to looked down. I could see brown stone and the scrub spread out across the ground, the beige and gray rock formations that completely surrounded this one particular valley. From those rock formations I saw a series of stone platforms jutting outwards. Everything looked ancient and primordial.

      This was the place.

      I focused hard on it, keeping it at the forefront of my mind, as I twisted and turned the reality around us to open the portal. I yanked us into the void, then quickly through it and beyond. A moment later, we emerged into that barren wasteland.

      “Oh my Gods, you did it.” Cassandra’s eyes widened as she observed our surroundings.

      The Corpse King dropped my hand and took a step toward one of the mountains. His grin was immediate and it made my skin crawl. “Finally. Vengeance will be mine.”

      Now that I’d succeeded, I worried whether he’d start thinking that he didn’t need Cassandra anymore. Although technically we didn’t really know where the cave was, I suspected he would realize that he couldn’t logically let her go. What would that mean for her? I didn’t want to think about it.

      While we all looked around at our surroundings, like before I watched as the surface of one rock face on the mountain start to move. It was Chronos coming to life.

      The Corpse King immediately came back to me and grasped my hand. “Take us back to the cave.”

      I heard a bit of fear in his voice, which I found odd. But maybe he hadn’t been expecting to get an eyeful of the time Titan. And it was frightening to be sure. Last time I was here, the gray man flicked me away like a bug. I didn’t really want that to happen again. As I suspected that this time, it would have graver circumstances, than being knocked out of a vision.

      Before I did, I glanced at Cassandra until her gaze was on me. She frowned, probably unsure of why I was looking at her. I wanted to tell her what I was thinking, what I was planning, but I didn’t what the Corpse King to know.

      Instead I squeezed her hand, hoping she could guess, and hoping she remembered what I’d said in the cave to her not long ago.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated. It was hard because I could hear the rumbling of the mountain. I knew that Chronos was climbing down from the rocks and coming toward us. I didn’t think he’d bother to listen to me tell him why we were here or what we were doing, that the Corpse King was the bad guy and we were coerced into helping him. No, I imagined he’d crush us all with a light tap of his huge gray hand.

      Now that I seemed to have a handle on jumping, or maybe I’d just gotten lucky, I really didn’t know, I thought about our next jump. I pictured it clearly in my head. I could hear the sounds in my head, and smell all the odors. I captured a perfect image in my mind and focused hard.

      We whizzed through the blank void, then popped out onto the other side.

      But it wasn’t the cave I’d brought us to.

      “Nicole?!”

      I turned to see Cade running toward us across the garden.

      The Corpse King growled, “You witch!” He immediately grabbed hold of Cassandra by the neck and lifted her off the ground. “I warned you!” Her feet started to kick out as oxygen depleted from her brain.

      He was going to snap her neck. I thought I was being clever. That he’d not see it coming.

      I did the only thing I knew I could do. I reached over and withdrew the dagger at his waist, and lashed at him. The blade, fueled by my fury and fire, went right through his wrist, and Cassandra dropped to the ground. The moment she was clear of us, I grabbed hold of the Corpse King and thought about the cave.

      I turned my head just as Cade neared. “I’m sorry.”

      Then I jumped.

      Chapter Fifteen

      

      CADE

      

      “This is pointless.” I slammed shut yet another ancient leather-bound book, and pushed away from the polished oak table in the Hall of Learning.

      We’d be at it for hours looking for any clue to where the Corpse King might have taken Nicole and Cassandra, but it had been a fruitless search in that regard. I did show Lucian and the others the one book Nicole and I had read before we went on our little time travel journey, the photo and passage about Chronos, the Titan of Time and what looked to be a wheel of time.

      “Do you think that’s where the Corpse King wants to go?” Lucian had asked.

      I nodded. I studied the picture closer, taking note of the twelve pegs in the huge stone slab. One for each hour, maybe? “But where is this? How do we get there?”

      “That’s probably what the Corpse King is trying to figure out,” Georgina had remarked. “Using Nicole and Cassandra to get there.”

      That had made sense. “Nicole told me that about the vision/dream she had with Cassandra. They were at this place. They saw a huge gray man come out of the rock. It was definitely Chronos.”

      “If he needs Nicole,” Lucian started, “then this place has to be real, has to be a physical place within a time frame.”

      “What if he’s already there?” Jasmine asked. “What if we’re already too late?”

      I shook my head. “I think we’d know if he succeeded. I suspect whatever it is that he wants to do, it’s going to affect all of time. Besides that Nicole can’t exactly control the time jumps. She’s just learning how to do that. And if he’s going to do what I think he’s going to do, he needs to jump him and the twelve Hours with him. It took a lot of practice and power for her to jump me, her and Tinker around all over the place.”

      At the sound of his name, Tinker made a series of beeps. “I miss Nicole.”

      “I do too, buddy.” I patted the top of his metal head.

      After getting up from the table, I paced around the room, every second that went by felt like agony. Now that I’d gotten her back into my life, I didn’t know how I’d gone three years without her. Those years had been merely a holding pattern for me.

      My life had restarted the second I saw her walk out of those trees in the time garden.

      “I need a break,” I said. “I’ll catch up with you guys in a bit.”

      I marched out of the library without waiting for a response from anyone and quickly left the academy without running into anyone who would ask questions about what was going on and where Nicole was. That anyone being Prometheus. Once outside I unfurled my wings and took to the sky. I flew over the fields and tree tops to land near the sundial in the time garden.

      I ran my hands over the stone and the various numeral carvings and thought about Nicole, wishing she was here with me and not Gods know where and when with the Corpse King and Cassandra. She was smart and clever, so I knew she’d plan something to mess up the Corpse King, but she was also stubborn and a bit of a risk taker, so I worried she’d also do something drastic and reckless. She wouldn’t put Cassandra’s life in danger, but she would put her own.

      While I stood there and thought about her, a shiver rushed down my back. I turned just as a spot above the grass across the garden started to shimmer, like seeing heat waves coming off from hot asphalt. Then Nicole appeared, along with the Corpse King and Cassandra.

      “Nicole?!” I started running toward her.

      Her eyes nearly bugged out when she spotted me.

      Then the Corpse King picked Cassandra up by the neck to snap her neck. As quick as lightning, Nicole unsheathed a dagger, from the Corpse King I assumed, and sliced off his hand. Cassandra immediately dropped to the ground.

      I was almost there. I reached out a hand toward her, grasping for her…

      “I’m sorry.” Then she was gone again, the zombie king with her.

      My hand swiped at air.

      I fell to my knees next to Cassandra, my heart dropping into my stomach. She was on her side, trying to pry the skeletal hand from her throat. Once she did, she tossed it as far away from her as she could. She sat up onto her knees, taking in deep breath after deep breath.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded, rubbing at her throat. Dark marks were already starting to form on her pale skin.

      “Why… why didn’t she stay? She could’ve fought him or…”

      “She wants to save the Hours. She wouldn’t be able to do that without going back.”

      “To where? Where are the Hours? Where was he keeping you?”

      She swallowed, and I helped her to her feet. “I’ll tell you everything I know, but I need to see Chiron first.”

      

      I helped Cassandra fly back to the academy. Once there, we went to the infirmary to see Chiron. He chastised us for being in here too often, but then proceeded to fix Cassandra’s swollen bruised neck with a topical salve, and a lemony smelling drink. It must’ve done the trick, because the relief on her face was instant.

      Before we left, I checked in on Iris. She was sitting up in bed, and looked a lot better than when we first brought her into see Chiron.

      “How are you doing?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Fine. Chiron says my leg should be better soon, then I can go back to Olympus, where you won’t have to look at me anymore.”

      “Iris…” But I was tired of placating her, tired of feeling guilty about not being with her. She couldn’t guilt me into staying with her then, and definitely not now. Especially when I knew the truth.

      I sat down on the edge of her bed. I set my hand on hers, and kept my voice low. No one else needed to know. There would be no point. “I know what happened.”

      Her eyes met mine, and she frowned. “Yeah, my leg got broken by one of those zombies…”

      “No, I know what happened in the obstacle course three years ago between you and Nicole.”

      She sniffed. “Yes, everyone does. She tried to kill me—,”

      “Stop Iris. I know.”

      Tears started to roll down her one cheek. “I don’t know exactly what she told you, but it’s all lies. She’s a horrible person. She’s always liked you, she was jealous of our relationship. She wanted me out of the picture hoping you’d fall in love with her.”

      I squeezed her hand. “I am in love with her. I think I probably had always been in love with her.”

      She pulled her hand out from under mine. “Why are you being so cruel right now?”

      “I’m sorry Iris, I should have been honest with you all those years ago.”

      More tears dripped down her face to land on her shirt. “She’s lying to you Cade. She hurt me on purpose.”

      “You hurt you on purpose, using Nicole as the instrument.”

      She shook her head. “Go away. I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “You need to talk to someone Iris. You need to get some help.” I stood. She refused to look at me. “When you’re back in Olympus, you won’t see me again. But I do wish that you can find some kind of happiness in your life.”

      I thought I’d feel some kind of relief confronting Iris about the past and what had truly happened with Nicole, but what I felt was a profound sadness. She was a damaged person and I couldn’t help fix her. She needed to want to do that herself, and I wasn’t sure she did.

      Cassandra and I left the infirmary and I took her to the Hall of Learning, hoping everyone was still there. The second we walked through the grand double wooden doors, Lucian crossed the room and gathered Cassandra in his arms. He pressed his face into the side of her hair and closed his eyes, breathing her in.

      When he pulled back to look her over, his gaze went to her bruised neck. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m okay now. Chiron gave me some stuff for the bruising.”

      His gaze went to the door, then to me. “Where’s Nicole?”

      “She jumped here to get Cassandra home,” I said. “Then went back with the Corpse King.”

      “Why?”

      “She wants to get the Hours home too,” Cassandra explained.

      Lucian nodded, then sighed. “Do you know where they are?”

      “Sort of.” Cassandra went to sit at one of the tables. Jasmine and Georgina came over to give her a hug, then sat in chairs next to her. “We were kept in a series of caves and tunnels underground. Pretty sure we were near a body of water.”

      “An abandoned mine, do you think?” I suggested.

      She nodded. “It would have to be. Those tunnels were dug years ago.”

      “Could you tell if you were in a different country?” Lucian asked.

      “I’m pretty sure we were still in Greece. He fed us fruits and vegetables, and they were fresh, definitely from the region.”

      “Okay, that’s good, gives us some things to work with,” I said. “Now we just need to look up how many abandoned mines are in Greece.”

      “But we don’t have access to a computer.” Lucian frowned. “I think Demeter has a cell phone though. Melany and I saw her use it once before.”

      “We don’t need a computer.” I looked over at Tinker who had been standing off by himself in a corner humming a little tune. He perked up and rolled over to me.

      “I have calculated that there are fifteen mines that have been abandoned in Greece. Most of them gold mines,” Tinker said.

      “We need a map.” I went over to the shelf of large weathered scrolls. I went through them until I found a map of Greece. I took it to the table and rolled it out. “Okay, Tink, can you mark where the mines are on the map?”

      He raised his metal arm, and Georgina set a pen into his claw hand. He rolled up closer to the table, then his arm spun around, and within seconds he made fifteen marks on the map. We all stared down at the scroll.

      “Where do we even start?” Jasmine asked. “It would take us days to check all of these mines out.”

      Lucian pointed to a few marks that weren’t near any water. “We can probably eliminate these five. So that leaves us ten.”

      As I looked over all the dots Tinker had marked, I thought about when Nicole and I were on that beach during the Gods’ War and when we were at the temple with Lycaon and his sons. His temple in his city was large and important. He’d been a very important king.

      “We need an older map. One from 4th century BC or older.”

      Georgina went over to the shelf of scrolls then came back with one. She spread it out on the table next to this one. Back then Greece was split up into several regions: Messenia, Ellis, Achaea, Corinthea, Laconia, Argolis, Sparta, and smack in the middle Arcadia. Lycaon had been the ruler of Arcadia.

      I took the pen from Tinker and marked the dots on the older map in the region of Arcadia. There were only five near bodies of water. Two of them were near the largest city-state Megalopis. I put my finger on them.

      “Here. Nicole and the Hours are in one of these two mines.”

      “Are you sure?” Lucian asked. “You’d bet her life on that?”

      I nodded, as I carefully folded up the old parchment and slid it into a pants pocket.

      “Okay, then let’s go see Hephaistos about some weapons.”
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      NICOLE

      “I should kill you for that,” the Corpse King growled the moment we landed back inside the cave.

      I was exhausted, all this quick time traveling was taking its toll on me, and had to put out a hand to brace myself against the rock so I didn’t fall down. “I know, but you won’t. You still need me to hatch out the rest of your diabolical plan.”

      “I could lob off one of your arms.” To prove that point, three undead guards perked up into action. Two of them had spears pointed at me, and the other brandished a rather large broadsword that could most definitely lob off my arm without much effort. “Or one of your legs. You do not need both to jump us through the time portals.”

      “Nah, I get you mate. I like my arms and legs just where they are.” I shuffled over to my cot and sat down. One of the zombie guards limped over to lock the chain around my ankle again. I let him. I was too tired to give a shit right now. Those last couple of jumps had really put a strain on my brain, sort to speak.

      “You may rest,” Lycaon said, “then we really get to work.”

      I sighed, and scrubbed at my face. Gods, I’d give just about anything for a shower. My skin felt grimy, and I imagined I probably stank. I was afraid to lift my arm to do a sniff check. “So, what’s the plan here? Do you expect me to take all twelve Hours, you and a bunch of your undead army to this place?”

      “Yes, that is the plan.”

      “Then what?” I shrugged. “Go back in time to some place where you can get your revenge on Zeus and Ares and Aphrodite?”

      He chuckled, and it sounded hollow and brittle. “You are such a stupid girl. You think this is just about getting revenge on Zeus?” He shook his head. “All the Gods must suffer. They are a scourge on the world. They have done nothing but bring pain to mortals.”

      For the most part, I agreed with him. My experiences with the Gods had been painful. But I also thought about the good things some of them had given to the world, like fire, and poetry and music.

      “They’re not all bad,” I said, as I thought about Hephaistos and his metalworks and fire and Athena with her knowledge. I also thought about all the demigods, like Chiron and Heracles, who had given much to the world, to the academy, in some ways to me. I mean, Chiron had healed me and my friends enough times to matter.

      I also thought about all the other demigods forged by the academy. Lucian, and Jasmine and Georgina… and Cade. My beautiful, brilliant Cade with his lopsided grin, floppy hair and fierce loving heart. The world would be pointless without him in it.

      “They are a plague,” he finally responded. “And I plan to eradicate them all.”

      He turned on his ratty boot heel, and marched out of the cave, his undead minions following in his wake. When he was gone, I laid down on my back and looked up at the craggy rock ceiling above me. My eyes drooped, I was fading fast. But as I lay there I thought about how he was going to eradicate all the Gods. How was that even possible?

      While I slept, I dreamed.

      Or maybe it was a memory from my childhood. I couldn’t be sure.

      In the dream/memory I was on a playground. I was nine or ten, I couldn’t be sure, I was a little kid that’s all I knew. And there was this merry go round. The kind that had been deemed hazardous over the years because of its high body count, and had been replaced in so many playgrounds across the city, but not this one. The people who played in this park were too poor for the city to care about.

      My friends and I didn’t care. We loved the merry go round. Six of us would climb onto it, hanging on for dear life onto the metal spokes, as someone else would spin us. Sometimes we’d go so fast, one or more of us would fly off of it and land in a crumbled heap in the loose gravel they always used in parks like this. Little tiny rocks to break our falls. It was really weird if you thought about it too long.

      On this particular day, my friends and I clambered onto the merry go round with pure giddy joy in our hearts. We were going to try out something new, something we were sure no other kids had ever done in the history of the world ever. I stood there on my particular wedge, grasping hold of the metal railing, waiting for the monumental event. I spotted my mum, oh my Gods that WAS my mum, I remembered, sitting on one of the park benches with another of the mums. She waved to me, her frizzy bleached-blonde hair blowing into her face from the light breeze, and I waved back.

      Then it happened. The merry go round was being spun backwards. We all started giggling, unable to hold in our glee and excitement. We’d be famous for sure because of it. We’d all be interviewed on the telly. We were making history here by going backwards in time. I wondered if we were going to go so far back that we weren’t going to exist anymore.

      I jerked awake, drenched in sweat. My heart was racing, thumping hard against my ribs. I sat up and rubbed a hand between my breasts where a crushing pain was building. I swung my legs over the cot, the chain on my ankle rattling, and hung my head down. I was pretty sure I was having an anxiety attack.

      I saw my mum. I remembered her. I wasn’t an orphan that I resigned myself to being all these years.

      And I also knew what the Corpse King was planning.

      As if on cue, he stormed into the cave, his ratty torn robe swirling around him like a dark cloud. Several of his undead army followed him in. All of them armed for war.

      “It is time to jump.”

      One of the guards rushed over to me, unlocked my chain, and shoved me toward Lycaon. He immediately grabbed me around the back of the neck, much like picking up a puppy by the scruff, and pulled me over to stand near the cots of the Hours. I guessed he wasn’t messing around this time. I suspected he’d spear me in the throat with his fingers if I didn’t do what he asked me to do.

      The other zombie minions started to wake up each Hour. Auge was already awake and she blinked up at me with wide-eyed innocence. The others were hard to rouse. They’d had a few millennia to get used to their slot of time to be awake and aware. To do that now to them I imagined was like being jolted with electricity.

      Once everyone had been awakened, they were yanked to their feet, and all shuffled in together. I noticed that the undead made sure that each Goddess was touching another Goddess, by holding their arm up placing their hands on their neighbors shoulder. It was a very effective arrangement, as each person in the cave was connected to the next. So on and so forth, until it all came back to me in the middle with the Corpse King clutching at my neck.

      I was the centerpiece. The engine that made all of this run.

      “I’m not doing it,” I finally said.

      His hand tightened at the back of my neck. I could feel the tips of his skeletal digits pressing into my skin. “You will do it or I will cut off your arm. And every time you defy me I will cut off another limb. You do not need them to open the portal. You just need your mind.”

      Well, he had me there.

      Maybe I couldn’t logically stop the jump, but once there I could do whatever I had to, to stop him from erasing the Gods, because I knew that’s what he intended to do using the wheel of time I saw in Chrono’s realm. It was like just like the merry go round, except instead of six wedges and six spokes, it had twelve. One for each Hour.

      I closed my eyes, and concentrated on finding that place again in my memory. The gray wasteland that was at the beginning and end of time. I thought about the rise of the craggy mountains and the scrub along the rocky terrain. I thought about the air there, that seemed so thin that it didn’t even exist. I remembered that it smelled like iron ore and other precious metals.

      Then I pictured Chronos, the God of Time, himself. The giant gray man with gray hair and eyes, dressed in a fraying gray toga. I focused mostly on him since he had such a strong presence in that place. He basically was that place.

      I reached for that power, the ability that existed inside me to thin the veil of time and space. I sensed the air around us start to shimmer and vibrate. The portal was opening. I opened my eyes to see the white void trying to suck us in.

      But it couldn’t. There were too many objects, too many people. It was like trying to suck a watermelon through a straw.

      The void vanished and the air stilled.

      I sighed, sagging against the Corpse King. “I can’t. It’s too hard. I can’t move this many people through the portal, all at once.”

      “It has to be this way. Chronos will be alerted the moment we step through the portal. I cannot allow either the Hours or my army to be there before the other. I will lose the element of surprise.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, mate. It’s not happening.”

      His fingers dug into my flesh. The pain of it made my head swim. Nausea surged over me like a wave. “Try again. You will keep trying until you do it. I will not accept anything else.”

      I took in a deep breath, more to steady myself than anything, then I focused on opening the portal again. I needed to keep it open longer and make it wider so that we could fit through it. I reached deep inside myself for the last of my reserves. This was going to be an all or nothing kind of situation. I didn’t have any doubts that he would eventually kill me if I didn’t do what he wanted. He was already dead so it wasn’t like this mission was a one way ticket for him. He’d already punched that ticket three millennia ago.

      Once the air started to vibrate again, I pictured the gray barren terrain of the beginning and end of time. It came clearly to me this time. It was almost as if a barrier had been lifted between my inner power and myself. I’d gotten a boost from somewhere… or someone.

      Just as I sunk into the void, and dragged everyone in with me, I heard my voice whispered on a light breeze bouncing off the stone walls.

      My head turned toward the opening of the cave and I saw Cade staring back at me.
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      CADE

      Lucian, Cassandra, Jasmine, Georgina and I marched out of the Hall of Learning and out onto campus to head to the forge where we could commandeer some weapons from Hephaistos. Tinker rolled along behind us, making a bleep or two when he passed by us. Like someone beeping their horn while driving on a road. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that Hephaistos would give us the weapons, but I knew we had to try. I’d try anything to find Nicole and bring her back to the academy.

      As we crossed the campus to Hephaistos’s Hall, we picked up a few more members to this rag tag army. Ren, who I didn’t know hardly at all, except that he was pretty much an amphibian his water powers were so powerful, and Mia, Jasmine’s girlfriend. I envied Lucian and his friends, as they were very tight knit and bonded. I didn’t develop that with any of my peers. Nicole had been my closest friend during first year, and then I started dating Iris, and hung around her and her friends. I never really got an opportunity to make any close male friends. I actually ended up having to make my close friend when I built Tinker with Nicole. It was indeed the nerdiest thing ever.

      I didn’t necessarily consider Lucian a close friend, but I could see a possible future where we could be. At least, he was here now, and ready to take up arms with me to go and save Nicole from an insane zombie king with vengeance in his missing heart.

      Before we could reach the stone staircase leading down to the forge, Prometheus intercepted us. It almost seemed like he’d been waiting in the shadows to ambush us.

      “You all look very determined. May I ask where you are headed?”

      Lucian looked at me. I supposed I was the leader of this mission. I wasn’t sure what to tell Prometheus. I wasn’t sure we could trust him now. Nicole hadn’t trusted him. And he had failed to come through for us when we went to battle the undead in Olympus. It was almost like he allowed the Corpse King to take the Hours. For what purpose, I couldn’t even fathom. Why would Prometheus, the leader of the new academy now that Zeus and Ares and Aphrodite had all been destroyed, want to mess around with time?

      “We’re doing some extra training,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to train with Lucian and his team, and I thought it would be a prudent idea considering.”

      “Considering what?”

      “That we had suffered an attack on Olympus. Something completely unheard of. I mean if it could happen there, it could happen here even.”

      Prometheus’s eyes narrowed. “Where is Nicole?”

      “I believe she’s sleeping in her room like you wanted.”

      “She’s not in her room, Cade. Nor in your room either, as I am certain you already know.”

      I hated that he’d searched my room, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. I shrugged. “Then I don’t know where she is.”

      He sighed. “I know you are still angry with me for not sending in the troops to Olympus. I made a mistake, Cade. A large one that cost us the Hours. Now the entire world is in disarray and I feel responsible. I want to fix the mess I made by my inaction.”

      He sounded so sincere, it took everything I had not to cave and tell him anything. I had to trust my instincts and Nicole’s about him, and rely on my peers, my fellow soldiers in this Gods’ Army to do what we had to do to defend our people and this world. That was essentially what we were trained for. So I had to trust that we could pull it off without interference.

      “If I see Nicole, I’ll let her know you were looking for her,” I finally said.

      Brow furrowed, he nodded to me, then looked at the others. None of them met his gaze, except for Lucian, which I was grateful for. He was a leader here at the academy, Prometheus had his trust, so having him on my side bolstered my resolve that we were doing the right thing for Nicole and the Hours.

      “You do that, Cade. I’ll speak to you all soon.” He tipped his head, then walked away from us down the corridor, his long robe swirling around him in his wake.

      When he was gone, Jasmine frowned at me. “What was that all about? Why aren’t we telling him what’s going on?”

      “I don’t trust him,” I said. “He left Nicole and I in Olympus to fend for ourselves when he promised he’d send you guys to help. I also know he messed around with Tinker’s memory program when Nicole and I were in the fight. He wants something from Nicole, and I don’t know what that is.”

      “Fair enough,” she said.

      We rushed down the stone staircase and into the forge, immediately going to the weapon stores. There were swords, shields, spears, maces, flails, daggers and bows. Any weapon that could be made from any type of metal had been made down here by Hephaistos himself.

      Everyone started reaching for assorted items, each having their preferences of what type of weapon they wanted to carry. Lucian was all about the swords and shields. Jasmine and Mia both grabbed bows. Ren had his own special weapon, the trident that Poseidon had helped forge. Georgina favored a giant anvil that she wielded with her metal arm. And Cassandra outfitted herself with daggers which reminded me of Nicole. She’d preferred knives as well.

      As I reached for a bo staff with two metal tips, Hephaistos’s voice thundered from above. I turned to look upwards to see his face staring down at us from the top stone platform. “What are you doing? Are you stealing from me?”

      Before we could answer, he unfurled huge golden wings and flew down, landing with an audible thump. I’d only seen Hephaistos fly one time before, but I hadn’t noticed then how ragged and battle scarred his wings were. He quickly pulled them in and folded them into his back.

      “We’re not stealing, we’re borrowing,” Lucian said.

      Hephaistos’s gaze settled on me. “What is this about? The Corpse King?”

      Out of all the Gods, Hephaistos was really the only one I truly trusted. He’d been my mentor and my friend, although he’d deny that part, for years. In all that time, he’d never lied or deceived me, not even when he easily could have. And during Nicole’s trial he’d been the only God to give positive testimony about her.

      I nodded. “He’s kidnapped the Hours which I’m sure Prometheus has told you…”

      By the way his jaw tightened, I now wasn’t so sure of that.

      “And he’s taken Nicole.”

      “Where?”

      “Not totally sure, but we think maybe an abandoned mine in the Arcadia region,” I explained.

      “How can you be sure about that?”

      Cassandra stepped forward. “I was there. It was definitely an underground cave system, long ago dug out. The rock walls were wet looking, and there were small pools of water here and there in the long passageways.”

      “Could you smell anything?” Hephaistos asked. “Was there a strong odor?”

      Cassandra’s brow crinkled as she thought about it. “Hmm, not really, not in the cave we were kept in. But when we were marched through one of the passages, it smelled oily. Reminded me of being in a garage.”

      “You’re looking for an old coal mine,” Hephaistos stated.

      I frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Metals don’t have odors. So there’d be no real strong smell if it was an old gold mine or iron.”

      Jasmine piped up, “Really? Then why does it stink in here?”

      “It’s not the metals you’re smelling, but the fire and sweat of every person that comes in here.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Gross.”

      “Coal has a smell. It’s organic and produces an oily type smell when in contact with other elements. Like the metal pick of an ax.”

      I took out the folded map in my pocket and spread it out on the wooden table near the weapons cache. I pointed at the two mines near the old city of Megalopis. “We’re thinking its one of these two mines.”

      Hephaistos squinted down at the map, his already wrinkled face, wrinkling even more. “Ancient Greeks didn’t mine coal.”

      “I know but I took the location of these old mines from a new map and placed their location on this old map. The Corpse King was Lycaon, the King of Arcadia, and his city was Megalopis.” I pointed to the city, and then drew my finger over to the mine.

      He clapped me on the back. “Smart.”

      “Does this mean we can borrow these weapons?” Lucian lifted up the sword he’d picked from the wall.

      Hephaistos scowled. “You better clean them before putting them back.”

      That was as close to a “yes” that we would ever get from him.

      “Thanks,” I said to him.

      He grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the group. “Have you told Prometheus about this?”

      “No, and I don’t want you to either. I think he wants Nicole for some reason. I don’t trust him.”

      He shrugged. “I hear you. I don’t trust anyone.”

      “Not even Dionysus?” He was the only God I’d see Hephaistos socialize with. Him and sometimes the Goddess Demeter, but only because she had tagged along with Dionysus.

      He snorted. “Especially not him. You want to keep a secret? Then never tell Dionysus. He’ll get drunk and shout it out to the world. He can not handle his liquor.”

      After we were sorted with our various weapons, I realized that we hadn’t considered how we were going to get to the old city of Megalopis. We could certainly cross through a portal to somewhere in Greece and fly there, but I wondered if there was a portal that was easier to use, one that would get us right there. Something underground.

      I looked over at Lucian and considered broaching the subject with him. Because of his connection to Melany and Hades, I was sure he’d know of a way to get to the underworld. Surely that would be a faster and easier way to travel to points unknown that were deep in the earth.

      Before I could approach him, he and Cassandra looked to be in a deep heated discussion. It looked like she was telling him something he didn’t want to hear. After a bit, she cupped his face with her hands, kissed him, and then she came over to me.

      “I told Lucian that the best way to a series of underground tunnels was through an underground portal. There’s one in the underworld that he can get us to.”

      I nodded. “I was thinking the same thing, but didn’t know how to ask.”

      “Since Hades’s departure, Hecate has been running the place. And she owes Lucian a favor. So, it shouldn’t be a problem. We just might have to bring a giant bone for Cerberus.” She chuckled. “I wish I would’ve known before, I would’ve brought a brachiosaurus bone from me and Nicole’s little adventure in Jurassic Park.”

      I gaped at her. “You guys jumped back to the dinosaur age?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I think Nicole was in a bit of a panic. That was the first thing she could think of.”

      I laughed and shook my head, but a pang of regret and guilt speared me deep in the gut. I knew she’d kill me for feeling it, but I did feel some guilt about allowing the Corpse King to find her and take her like that.

      Cassandra touched my hand and gave me a small smile. “I have the same regrets.” She then returned to Lucian’s side and he grabbed her hand.

      As we were about to leave the forge, Dionysus ambled in, carrying a huge jug of what I suspected was wine.

      “Heph, I brought the—,” He looked us over, and his eyes narrowed. “Where are you all off to?”

      “None of your business, Dion.” Hephaistos plucked the jug from Dionysus’s hand and waved us off. “Get out of here.”

      Dionysus waved at us as we left. “Have fun.”
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      NICOLE

      Had I seen Cade?

      I must’ve been exhausted, I was hallucinating from sleep deprivation. I remembered this one time when Pinky and I went to a rave, and we stayed up all night and walked home at like five in the morning. When we got home we were starving and made spaghetti, and by the time it was ready, I thought my noodles were worms squirming around in my plate. I was so hungry, I ate them anyway, because I knew I was hallucinating. I sort of felt like that right now as I was being sucked through the time portal.

      Except I wasn’t seeing worms, I was seeing a lovely, beautiful man with dark tousled hair and blue eyes, and carrying a bo staff as he reached over to touch one of the undead guards. Wow, that was specific.

      Dragging over twenty people or more through the portal was hard. I could feel it pulling on my mind. As if a whole slew of hooks had been attached to my brain and I was being hung up on the ceiling by them, like a piece of meat. It hurt a lot. This wasn’t just jumping back a few years in time, or even three thousand years, this was moving sideways through time and space. Going through a doorway that didn’t exist. It was sort of like running into a brick wall, and having your atoms squeeze through the cracks in the brick and reforming on the other side, hoping beyond hope that they got back together in the proper order because if they didn’t, you might end up with your right arm coming out of the back of your head, and your eyes on the tip of your knee instead of your face.

      After what seemed like forever, I could see the final destination through the void. With my mind and body, I reached for it, and pulled everyone else along with me. Finally, I tumbled out of the portal and onto the hard packed, rocky ground of the beginning and end of time. I fell onto my hands and knees, the small pointy stones dug into my flesh; the Corpse King fell on top of me, pushing me down onto my stomach. At least he relinquished the hold he’d had on the back of my neck in the process.

      I was dizzy and disoriented. My vision was a bit blurred. My hair fell over my face and into my eyes. As I swiped at it so I could see, I noticed that a huge stripe of it was now white, and not my usual black. Damn. Moving through dimensions like actually stripped the pigment from my hair. That was definitely weird. At least I didn’t have an arm jutting out from the back of my head. Suddenly nervous, I reached a hand around to check. Nope. All good.

      My instinct was to greedily take in the air that had been expelled from my lungs when I’d been pushed onto the ground, but like before, there was no air to breathe in. My lungs stayed inert, unable to do the one job they were meant for. I was surprised I wasn’t choking, but again I think it would take air to actually do that. Instead, I just lay there for a second to get my bearings and to figure out what I was going to do to stop Lycaon from enacting his plan.

      The Corpse King got off my back, then pulled me up by my hair. “You don’t have to be so rough, you wanker.”

      When I stood, my knees wobbled as my head spun, I heard the sounds of fighting all around me. The clang of metal and steel. One of the undead guards dropped to the ground with an arrow through its eye. And I heard my name called over and over again. Or at least I thought I did. Maybe I was still hallucinating.

      “Nicole!”

      Whipping around, I saw Cade, Lucian, Cassandra, Jasmine, Georgina, Mia, and another guy I didn’t really know, I thought his name was Ren, fighting with the twelve undead, well eleven if you discounted the one who had already fallen nearby.

      “Cade!” I tried to pull away from Lycaon but he had a firm grip on my hair, and he yanked me backwards.

      “I am not finished with you!” he growled.

      “Yeah but I’m finished with you asshole.” I reached inside for my fire power that had been swirling in my gut waiting to be called. I urged it to the surface and it happily, gleefully came. I was going to incinerate this jerk until he was nothing but a pile of ashes.

      But no flames sparked on my fingers.

      I concentrated and tried harder to bring my fire to the surface, so I could light up the corpse.

      Again, nothing happened. I stared down at my hands willing sparks to ignite. I could almost feel them trying to push through the pores of my skin but they couldn’t emerge.

      I heard Jasmine shouting to the others. “I can’t use my fire power.”

      It was then that I realized that if there was no air, no oxygen in that air, then there could be no fire. It needed the oxygen to breathe just like we did.

      Shit. I was screwed then.

      If I couldn’t make fire, I also couldn’t make water as there was no moisture in the air because the air didn’t exist. I would think the same would go for Lucian’s lightning power. Basically the only things we had going for us, was we all knew how to wield a weapon. But we were fighting the undead. A sword through a non-existent belly wasn’t going to do much, except slow it down a little.

      Using my hair still, Lycaon pulled me towards the mountain, toward the huge stone wheel jutting out from it. As I struggled against him, I noticed that all twelve Hours were following us to the mountain. Before they had been listless, lethargic even, as it wasn’t their time to wake up, but here where there was no time, they acted like zombies, puppets on a string, and Lycaon was the puppet master.

      “Nicole!” Cade shouted after me. His voice sounded so far away. Unreachable. Maybe I really was hallucinating that he and the others were here.

      I tried to turn around to see him, but Lycaon was literally dragging me along. I thought about dropping to the ground to make it harder for him, but I wasn’t sure I wanted all my hair yanked out by the roots.

      As we got closer to the mountain, I started to wonder where the hell Chronos was. The last two times I’d been here he had reacted to our arrival pretty quickly and angrily. I mean what was he doing, using the loo or something?

      We reached the edge of the mountain, and had to climb up to the platform slowly moving above us. I punched and kicked at the Corpse King, but nothing was effective. He couldn’t feel pain. He didn’t have organs for me to puncture or a set of balls for me to kick. He was dead, he was beyond all that now. But I still tried to fight to get loose despite my depleting energy.

      I couldn’t let this happen. If he turned the wheel of time backwards, it would unmake everything. Not just the Gods, but every single descendent of them. That included every demigod; that included me, and Cade, and Lucian, and all of them. We all had Gods’ blood inside us. We were all descendants of the Gods. If they disappeared so would we.

      “You can’t do this,” I pleaded to him as he marched me up the crude stairs carved into the mountain. “You will erase all of us.”

      “Yes. You and your kind will disappear. But we mortals, we would still be alive. Alive and well, without any interference from the Gods.”

      When we reached the platform, Lycaon dragged me to the center, where there was a snug hole in the stone. He shoved me inside it; I didn’t have the strength to fight him anymore. Each Hour took her place at her respective point on the clock, because ultimately that was what the wheel of time was. Just a big old clock. And I was pretty sure I was the gear that the Corpse King would use to turn the wheel backwards.

      From up here I could see the battle that was going on below between Cade, the others from the academy, and the undead. There were body parts strewn about, arms and legs of the zombies, cut off by swords and knives, but it still didn’t stop them from attacking. It was actually quite macabre to watch.

      Cade dispatched the zombie he’d been fighting with, by lopping off its head with a massive blow by his bo staff, then he ran toward the mountain. He unfurled his wings, flapped them once, then… nothing. He didn’t rise. There was no air so he couldn’t get airborne. If he was going to come up here, he was just going to have to do it the old fashioned way, by climbing the stairs.

      I tried to get out of the hole I was in, but it was pointless. I felt like I was fusing with the stone itself, being part of the wheel. I looked over at the Hours and saw they too seemed to be stuck in the stone, like pegs in the wheel. The Corpse King grabbed hold of my arms, and started to turn the stone disc the opposite way, using them as a lever. My shoulders ached, I was sure they were going to pop.

      Instantly I started to feel strange. Like my body was coming unglued.

      Cade jumped onto the wheel, wobbling a bit as it was starting to pick up speed. He charged right toward me but the Corpse King stepped in his path.

      I shouted at him, “Stop the wheel from turning!”

      He dodged the zombie king, and made a bee-line for one of the Hours—Auge, the littlest one. He grabbed her around the waist, and tried to removed her from the spoke she had been inserted into. But she didn’t move. He couldn’t get her out no matter how hard he pulled.

      Lycaon chased after Cade, as he ran around the moving wheel. It would’ve been comical if the situation hadn’t been so dire. After evading him again, Cade went to the edge of the platform and shouted down at the others.

      “We need to stop the wheel!”

      I don’t know if they heard him or what exactly was going on down on the ground, but after a few minutes, Lucian, Cassandra and Jasmine jumped up onto the platform. Ren and Mia must’ve been still battling the undead, or they were injured or dead. I had no way of knowing. All I knew right now was that I wasn’t feeling very good. The turning back time was working. I could feel the very molecules that made up my body starting to disintegrate.

      As we spun around, the momentum getting faster and faster, Cade and the others tried everything they could to stop the wheel. They each tried removing one of the Hours, failing each time, then they banded together, anchoring against the mountain and grabbed onto the side of the wheel to make it stop. That didn’t work either.

      The Corpse King wobbled around on top of the wheel, until he eventually dropped to his knees unable to stand any longer. From the motion of the wheel or because he too was feeling the effects of erasing time, I didn’t know.

      Eventually, when it seemed like it was hopeless, Cade joined me at the center of the wheel. “We can’t stop it.”

      I nodded. “It’s okay.” I lifted my hand to touch his face. As I did, I saw particles of dust floating off my skin. But it wasn’t just dust, it was particles of me. We were all being undone.

      Cade reached for me, hugging me close and tight, he too was coming unravelled. I looked past him to the others, and saw that they were realizing what was happening, and looked scared, holding on to each other.

      Then everything started to shake like an earthquake. Cade nearly fell, but I held onto him.

      Rocks came tumbling down from the mountain. Some small ones bounced onto the wheel, chipping off some of the stone, but it wasn’t enough to stop its rotation. I was sure nothing could stop it now.

      Cade crushed me tight in his arms, resting his forehead against mine. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I needed you to know that.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks, but soon evaporated and dispersed in the non existent air. “I love you too. Then, now and always.”

      More boulders came crashing down from the mountain, as the rock face cracked in half. A large gray form emerged from the mountain. It was Chronos. And with him, riding on the giant’s shoulder was Prometheus.

      As the Titan jumped down onto the spinning wheel, Chronos clamped it in between his fingers and thumb and stopped it from moving. Everyone flopped to the side from the sudden jerking stop. The Corpse King struggled to his feet, then rushed at me and Cade. I imagined it was his last ditch effort to get his revenge, but Prometheus stepped in his way.

      “I made humanity, and I can unmake it as well.”

      The Titan grabbed Lycaon around the arms, picked him up, his feet dangling from the ground and crushed him into pieces of bones and dust.

      Chronos plucked each Hour from their hole in the wheel and set them down gently onto the ground. “There you go my daughters. You are safe now.” His voice thundered over the barren landscape. I shuddered from it.

      Cade helped me out of the center hole I’d been stuck in. I couldn’t stand, my legs were ineffectual, in fact I could barely feel them, and he laid me down on the stone surface of the wheel. Frowning he stared down into my face.

      “Are you okay?”

      I pressed my lips together, to try and stop the tears. I didn’t know how to tell him that was most definitely not okay. I couldn’t feel my body any more. It was as if it didn’t really exist. I tried to lift my arms so I could see if my hand was still there, but I couldn’t move them.

      “Nic?” He brushed his fingers over my face. “Nic. Please be okay.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him that it was too late for me. That I had faded too much to come back together. But no sound came out. Nothing came out.

      Prometheus rushed over to me. He shoved Cade out of the way. “Let Chronos help. She’s his granddaughter.”

      Before that bit of news could settle in, I felt my body being lifted. Then all I saw was a large gray face staring down at me. Chronos opened his mouth, and blew onto me.
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      NICOLE

      I floated in a vast sea of blank nothingness. Normally, I would’ve panicked about this but it actually felt pretty nice. Calm and serene. I didn’t have a care in the world. I was just being present, in the moment. A far cry from the chaos of jumping back and forth through time had caused. I was done with that shit.

      I was just going to chill here for a while.

      Then I heard my name.

      “Nicole. Wake up, baby.”

      It was Cade calling me.

      “Hey, come float with me. It’s quite nice.” I lifted my hand to reach for him, but I couldn’t see him. I turned around, looking for him. But I was alone drifting in the white void of space.

      I frowned. Maybe I didn’t want to be here alone. It was definitely pleasant but I missed Cade, and Tinker, and Pinky, and a bunch of other things I couldn’t remember.

      “You will remember your time.” This voice wasn’t Cade’s. It was deeper, harder, louder. I was pretty sure it belonged to Chronos.

      At that extra thought, color started to swirl around me. Instead of floating in a sea of nothingness, I was now in a kaleidoscope tube. Those bright hues turned into images, then full blown pictures.

      I saw Christmases when I was a little girl. Sitting on an ugly gray sofa with my pajamas on, and a big prettily wrapped box next to me. Then I saw friends I went to grammar school with. Laughing and playing soccer. I saw my mum, singing happy birthday to me while carrying a horribly made lopsided cake to the table. And how I couldn’t wait to blow out all ten candles and eat that cake.

      Images of the shadowbox I received when I turned eighteen whirled around me. As did hugging my mum goodbye when I traveled to Paris to go through the fire portal to the academy for the first time. I saw Cade on the staircase to the dorm rooms, as I literally ran into him, nearly knocking him down the stairs. I remembered his smile as he introduced himself. And I remembered how that smile made my insides all gooey.

      I saw all the training I did; playing with fire literally, and crafting daggers and shields in the forge with Hephaistos. I remembered getting my wings for the first time and how it felt to soar through the air over top the spires of the academy. Quick pictures of the trials I went through and succeeded whizzed by, and then settled when I thought about the obstacle course with Iris and her screams as the fire consumed her, then how as if out of nowhere a deluge of water doused the flames, and how I thought I had done that. I knew now that it was actually future me and Cade who had actually created that. Weird when I really dwelled on it.

      Then the spinning got faster and faster, as I remembered the trial where I was found guilty of setting Iris on fire, and the punishment I received for it. I slapped my hands over my head as I thought about the spearing pain of what Zeus and Apollo had done to me.

      Then I heard my name again, and felt a gentle hand on mine.

      I slowly opened my eyes, blinking away the spots of color hovering in my vision. Cade’s smiling face came into view and I felt a tremendous amount of relief surge through me that tears welled in my eyes, and rolled down the sides of my face.

      “Hey.” Cade squeezed my hand.

      “What… what happened?”

      He made a face. “I’m not entirely sure. I think you might have died.”

      “I what now?”

      “You were unmade.” I turned my head the other way to see Prometheus standing near the cot I was lying on in the infirmary. “Chronos brought you back.”

      I frowned, sort of remembering someone saying that I was his granddaughter.

      Prometheus must’ve picked up on my confusion because he went on to explain, “When you first came back to the academy, I suspected there was something extraordinary about you. No one had ever had their memories come back once they were wiped and to use an old portal to get here.” He shook his head. “I started to snoop around to figure out who you truly were…”

      “You probed Tinker’s memory board,” I said.

      He nodded. “I hadn’t meant to mess anything up in his circuits, I’m not as skilled as the two of you are. But yes, when I found out that you could manipulate time and jump into the past, I knew you had a connection to Chronos. I started searching through scrolls and scrolls of genealogy texts until I found your thread.

      “You are a one of kind, Nicole. We here at the academy never thought to come across someone with your abilities. There are only a rare few people who we think may have been descendants. Samuel Madden was one. He published the first book about time travel in 1733.”

      “Am I related to him?”

      “You probably are somewhere in his family tree. You’ll have to ask your mother sometime.”

      My mother. I smiled, knowing that I had retrieved my memories of her. I couldn’t wait to see her again to make sure my old memory of her matched the reality of her.

      I yawned, and turned back to Cade. “The others? Are they okay?”

      He nodded. “Everyone’s good. Anxious to hear how you’re doing.”

      Chiron clip-clopped over to my cot. “Okay, everyone can go now. Nicole needs to rest.”

      “I want to stay,” Cade said holding my hand even tighter.

      “You need to go have a shower,” the healer remarked with a quirk on his thick eyebrows. “No one is going to say it, but you smell bad.”

      Prometheus chuckled, and pulling his robe closer, he turned and sauntered toward the exit. I watched him go for a second, feeling bad that I had thought he’d been in cahoots with the Corpse King.

      Cade stood, leaned over and pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “I’ll be back after I shower, I guess.”

      “Maybe give me a couple of hours of sleep, mate.” I yawned again.

      “Okay. I love you.”

      I grinned, feeling all gooey inside. “I love you.”

      After another scathing look from Chiron, Cade left the infirmary.

      I rolled over onto my side to get comfortable, tugging the blanket up higher to my chin. I spied Iris a couple of cots away from me; she was also on her side, looking at me. We stared at each other for what seemed like a lifetime.

      Then she said, “I’m sorry, Nicole.”

      I looked at her for another long moment, remembering a few times in our dorm room where we’d sat on the floor eating contraband snack foods I’d commandeered from the dining hall, sharing stories from our childhoods and laughing. Those moments had been rare where Iris seemed real and open and vulnerable. I had liked her then, in those times.

      “I know. I’m sorry too.” I closed my eyes, and sighing deeply, I fell asleep. And I dreamed nice normal dreams.

      

      “Do you think she’ll like me?”

      I squeezed Cade’s hand as we walked up the stairs to the second floor then down the corridor to my old flat. “She’s going to go mad for you. Promise.”

      Prometheus had given me a free pass to go anywhere I wanted for the day. I chose to go back to London to see Pinky, and Cade had begged me to take him with me. Of course I took him. I was excited for him to see all my favorite places in London and to meet Pinky.

      I knocked on the door. I heard some shuffling, some banging, then a, “Bloody hell!” The door swung open. “I hope you’re selling biscuits, I’m starving.”

      “Hey Pink.”

      Her eyes bugged out, and her face nearly split in half with her smile. “Nic!” She launched herself into my arms. I caught her and swung her around, laughing as she squealed in delight. I set her down, and the questions came like rapid fire.

      “Where’ve you been? Where’d you go?” Then her gaze settled happily on Cade. “And who’s this? He’s hella fit.”

      I wrapped my hand around Cade’s muscular arm. “This is Cade.”

      “Awww girl, you’re in love. Yeah! I’m so happy for you.”

      After we all went inside and sat on the sofa, she made us tea, I told her everything that had happened since leaving London. I didn’t leave anything out. I wanted her to know the truth about the academy and the Gods.

      She bounced up and down in the chair when I told her about all the powers I had and all the cool stuff I and Cade and the others could do. “I knew it! I always knew you were a superhero.”

      After we talked, we all went to get some food at my favorite curry place, then we showed Cade every amazing part of London. It was the most amazing, special day and I knew it was one memory I would never lose, no matter what happened.

      But then when the sun went down, Cade and I had to leave and return to the academy.

      I hugged Pinky properly, and told her any chance I got I’d sneak out to come see her. “I love you, Pinks.”

      “I love you too, Nic. You’re my best mate.” She then hugged Cade too. “Wow. You are like really fit.”

      He laughed. “Thanks for the best day, Pinky. You’re as special as Nicole always said.”

      After some more hugs, and goodbyes, Cade and I took the train out of London and headed to the portal in Paris to go back to the academy. We sat together, holding hands and looking out the window as the countryside whizzed by. I could almost picture us as some normal couple, in the thrall of new love, going on a romantic holiday together.

      When we got back to the academy, it was late, well after dinner, and Cade wanted us to go back to his room for some snuggling. I told him I needed some air, and some time, and I’d meet him back at his room later. After parting ways in the academy, I went outside and headed for the maze. I remembered that on a night like this when I first came to the academy, I’d fly over to the time garden to sit and think, but since I didn’t have wings anymore, I took the easier option.

      I wandered through the maze, experiencing it as if for the first time. When I got to the center, I went and sat inside the white wooden gazebo. Before entering, I fired up my fingers and lit the torches on each side. It was a beautiful night and I wanted to get the full experience.

      It had been a few days since almost being unmade by a maniacal zombie king, and I had healed for the most part, but I was still feeling off. And every once in a while I’d get these weird flashes behind my eyes. Like sun spots after looking at a bright light for too long. In these flashes though, there were images. Of what or who, I couldn’t quite decipher. But they were unnerving.

      I sat back on the bench in the gazebo and inhaled the night air. It was always so fragrant here. Lilacs and other flowers grew nearby. I felt at peace right now, in this place. I hadn’t felt that for a long time. I was being given another chance to have the life I’d always wanted, the one I deserved. Not everyone got a second chance.

      A series of bright images flashed in my eyes, startling me. I knocked the back of my head on the wooden panel. I stood and rubbed at the sore spot just as another series of images zipped by in my mind. Then one solid image formed like a snapshot. It was so vivid and real, growing into something more. I had to blink several times, testing my eyesight. Testing to see if what I was looking at was real.

      In front of me in the middle of the gazebo it looked like a door. An open door. I peered into the darkness of it, then someone peered back at me.

      “Melany?” I gasped.
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