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      NICOLE

      Sighing, I sat back on the bench of the white, wooden gazebo, inhaling the cool night air.

      It was always so fragrant there thanks to the lilacs and other flowers that grew nearby—they intertwined with the eight-foot hedges that made up the maze. Some of them bloomed only at night, so seeing them open up under the moon felt like I was in on their secret, something they shared only with me, which I loved.

      After so many days of fighting and jumping back and forth through time, I felt at peace right then, in that place, even though I hadn’t felt that for a long time.

      Somehow, I was given another chance to have the life I’d always wanted, the one I deserved. Not everyone got a second chance, and I was grateful. I would do whatever I could to keep it.

      Memories of the trip to London with Cade crossed my mind, of taking him to see Pinky—my only friend from my previous life. It had been amazing. Like we were just an ordinary couple in the first blush of new love, and I was showing him parts of me that he hadn’t known yet. Aside from introducing him to my best friend, we saw all my favorite parts of London. Some of the places weren’t what most tourists would consider visiting, but they had been an important part of how I’d lived.

      That Cade had not just accepted them, but seemed to like them too, made me even more convinced that we were meant to be.

      Honestly, I hadn’t wanted it to end. I even considered escaping the academy and convincing Cade to stay in London with me, but I knew we had to return. We were Demigods now—well, I’d just become one, while Cade had been one for years.

      However, I still didn’t have any wings.

      Secretly, I’d hoped that when all my other powers reached full fighting fashion, I’d suddenly grow another pair of wings—white ones like Cade and the others had. But that didn’t happen, and my back remained just scarred, which hurt my soul more than I’d ever admit.

      Hephaistos was still sore that I’d lost the metal ones he’d made for me during the fight with the Corpse King in Olympus. I figured we could make another pair together, but hadn’t broached the subject with him yet. It was best to let him take his time to grumble over his lost creation first, then possibly warm up to the idea of me being underfoot in his forge.

      A resigned sigh left my lungs and I closed my eyes, letting my head rest against one of the posts of the gazebo. A series of bright images suddenly flashed before my eyes, startling me, and making me knock the back of my head on the wooden panel. Stars spun in my vision, forcing me to blink.

      Standing, I rubbed at the sore spot just as another set of images zipped by in my mind. Then one solid scene formed like a snapshot. It was so vivid and real, growing into something more, that I had to blink several times to test my eyesight. Testing to see if what I was seeing was actually there. Real, and not a vision or an illusion.

      In front of me, in the middle of the gazebo, appeared what looked like a door—frayed at the edges. An open door. It was nothing like the time portals I could open. This was something new. Something inside told me I should resist, but the temptation was too strong, so I peered into the velvety darkness…

      Someone glanced back at me, bright eyes blinking out of the shadows. Instantly, I recognized the dark blue hair and the lightning scars along her cheek and neck.

      “Melany?” I gasped.

      She must’ve heard me say her name, because her brow furrowed, eyes squinting as she peered even harder through the thinned-out veil between my world and… I had no idea where she was.

      Everyone said she was dead. I was sure of it, actually. Had I somehow opened a portal to the afterlife? I’d seen more terrifying things than any one person ever should have, and yet, something about a portal to the dead chilled me down to the marrow of my bones. That was saying something considering I’d just spent months going toe to toe with a zombie king and his zombie minions.

      Tentatively, I moved closer to the doorway. I wasn’t afraid of Melany or the apparition of her, but I definitely didn’t want to be sucked into wherever she was. Melany’s lips moved swiftly. She was obviously saying something to me, or maybe she was talking to someone else that I couldn’t see. Either way, I couldn’t hear her.

      With a shake of my head, I tapped my ear. “I can’t hear you!”

      Melany moved closer to the door as well, and she cupped her hands around her mouth and spoke again. A vibration rumbled over me, through me, and I thought I could make out the word, “Who…” but that was it. She was probably asking who I was.

      “I’m Nicole Walker. I’m at the academy…” When my curiosity overcame my nerves, I reached a hand toward the shimmering barrier, wondering if I could cross it. Then I snatched it away before the tip of my finger could touch it.

      What if I had to die to cross? Wasn’t that where she was, the afterlife?

      Her head suddenly turned, and I thought that maybe someone entered the room where she was so she had turned to talk to a person—I was sure she was in a room, because the faint outline of several bookshelves was visible behind her. A shadow suddenly obscured her face, and she pulled away from the door before the portal vanished. It was as if it never even existed.

      “Who were you talking to?”

      When I swung around, I found Cassandra standing near the first step into the gazebo, staring up at me. Her brow furrowed with worry.

      At first, I hesitated to say anything, used to not having people all up in my business, but Cassandra and I had been through a shit storm together. I’d trust her with my life.

      “I thought I saw… ah, that girl, Melany.” I cleared my throat, which had suddenly gone dry and constricted, since I was a bit unsure that I hadn’t just hallucinated the whole thing. Maybe I was going mad. People went mad with too much power, didn’t they?

      She rushed up the steps and swung around, looking into every corner of the gazebo. “Like here, in the gazebo?”

      Shaking my head, I rubbed at my neck. “No, through a portal.”

      “One of your time portals?” Her brow furrowed tightly.

      “This was different, I think. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t looking back in time.”

      “What did you see, exactly?”

      “Melany. I’m sure it was her…” My hand lifted to my hair. “Blue strands, scars…”

      Cassandra nodded, wanting me to continue.

      “She was in a room. A library, I think, but I’m sure she could see me too.” The throbbing returned to my forehead, so I began to rub it. “At least I think she could. Then she was gone, and the portal vanished.”

      Moving over to one of the benches, Cassandra lowered herself onto it, a concerned pinch to her lips. “Do you think you were looking into another dimension? Into… the afterlife?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” I sat down next to her, exhaustion catching up to me.

      “Don’t tell anyone in the academy about this,” she cautioned, “especially not Lucian.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Maybe you were just seeing things.” She eyed me curiously. “You were complaining earlier about having bad dreams and getting flashes of images in your head. Could be just residual memories of seeing Melany before.”

      My fingertips massaged circles over my forehead again, harder this time. “Yeah, maybe.”

      Sighing, Cassandra’s gaze scanned the area. “Where’s Cade?”

      “In his room.” I stretched out my neck, giving it a good crank left and right. “I needed some ‘me’ time.”

      “You should be resting.”

      I eyed her carefully. “So should you.”

      “I needed some ‘me’ time as well. Everyone means well but…”

      “Yup, that big ole but…” I chuckled. “Gets you every time.”

      “I’ll go back, if you do,” Cassandra offered, standing.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      She extended her hand to me, and I took it, letting her pull me to my feet. “I’ll fly you back if you want?”

      I shook my head. “No thanks. I’ve had my fill of being flown around, to be honest. I’d much rather use my own two feet and walk.”

      “Do you want company?” she asked wistfully.

      “Nah, mate. I’m good.”

      “All right.” Her lovely expanse of white-feathered wings unfurled, and I fully admitted to being jealous. Especially since I knew I’d never have the same. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Yes, you will.” My lips curved into a cheeky grin.

      Returning the smile, she flapped her wings once and took to the air. My gaze followed her as she rose above the maze’s tall hedges, then flew toward the looming dark spires of the academy. Then I was alone once more.

      Cade would probably be hurt to hear it, but I liked my solitude. I’d been on my own for long enough to accept that I worked well by myself. However, I’d also learned in these past few weeks that I needed other people. Needed to let them in, needed to trust them. Cade in particular.

      As I walked along the path, I thought about what I saw in the gazebo. Maybe Cassandra had been right and I was hallucinating, seeing things from my dreams, or from the infinite number of times I’d jumped back and forth through time.

      That had to have messed up my head.

      How could it not?

      If it had truly been Melany though, or a version of Melany, then I wasn’t sure how and why I’d been able to open a window into the afterlife, wherever or whenever that was. It was definitely strange seeing her, knowing bits and pieces of her story. She was a legend at the academy, and according to others, she was one in the mortal world as well. I heard they erected a statue of her in the square of her hometown, after she literally saved the town and all its people from death.

      The ripples of her existence still flowed through both worlds and through the people she’d known.

      A shiver ran down my body, so I pulled the edges of the coat I was wearing tighter as I rounded another corner, taking the straight path out of the maze. Or at least I hoped it was the right path, because sometimes the maze rearranged itself.

      To be honest, the whole encounter in the gazebo had shaken me. I was still a bit unstable from almost being erased from existence, and I wasn’t completely sure that all my atoms had realigned themselves into my body properly. Everyone insisted that I was whole, that I was complete, and still the same Nicole, but some moments I questioned that truth. How could they truly know anyway, when I wasn’t even sure?

      And now this, seeing a rip in time and space, seeing someone who was supposed to be dead…

      I shook my head. Nope, I wasn’t going to address it. I was done. I was tired. I needed to rest, sleep, and eat for at least a week before I could function properly and deal with what I’d experienced.

      As far as I was concerned, what happened in the gazebo didn’t happen. Cassandra wasn’t going to say anything to anyone, and neither was I.

      When I walked out of the maze, I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d return to the academy, find Cade in his room, wrap my arms around him, and kiss him until my mind emptied of everything except for how his lips felt on mine. That sounded like the perfect plan. I just hoped I didn’t mess it up during the amount of time it took me to walk from here to there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NICOLE

      Over the next few days, I pushed the strange encounter I had with the Melany apparition out of my mind, trying to relax and settle into the mundane life at the academy.

      It was odd not to be opening time portals and jumping through them, all in an effort to save the world and everyone in it, which was what I’d been doing since leaving London. I supposed anything would seem boring after that.

      Surprisingly, I did manage to settle into a bit of a routine. I slept—sometimes in my bed, sometimes in Cade’s, which usually wasn’t all that relaxing but was absolutely more enjoyable. He was definitely a cuddler and crazy good with his hands.

      Then I got up, went to the dining hall and ate. Eating in the hall was my favorite thing. Actually, eating in general was my favorite thing, my number one hobby. It was probably because I’d gone years without knowing where I was going to get my next meal, so having a literal smorgasbord of food at my fingertips was a dream. And you better believe I indulged at every opportunity.

      Even if I hadn’t been so obsessed with food, we Demigods needed a ton of fuel to support our turbocharged metabolisms, so I definitely wasn’t the only one who haunted the dining hall during all hours of the day and night.

      After getting my fill of spaghetti, cheesy lasagna, crispy fish tacos, chicken parmigiana, pepperoni pizza, juicy fruit salad, and rich chocolate cake, all washed down with my favourite indulgence of icy cold Pepsi, I’d meet Jasmine and Mia out on the east training field for some physical conditioning. Not that I wasn’t strong, I was—I could run for miles, and I had battled the Corpse King and his undead minions with my fire power—but they insisted. Well, Jasmine mostly insisted that I could be stronger and faster with the right amount of fitness training.

      Since I didn’t have wings, not until I got a new set of forged metal ones, I needed to be quicker on my feet if I was going to evade an enemy. And once I returned to the academy, I quickly came to understand that there was always going to be another enemy.

      The training was basically Jasmine, armed with a spear, chasing after me while I ran across the field as fast as I could. A couple of times, Tinker showed up and cheered me on from the sidelines with his joyful bleeps and bloops. If I wasn’t fast enough, Jasmine would poke me in the back with the blunted tip of her spear. I’d been poked a few times now, that left small round bruises on my skin.

      Just another day as a Demigod.

      Cade got the task of rubbing healing salve on my back every night. Something he never complained about—and I actually figured he quite liked, because almost every time, we would end up rolling around on the bed, mine or his, kissing, muscles bunching under soft caresses.

      Thankfully, during those few days, I didn’t get painful flashes of images in my head, or opened any strange portals to who knew where to see people who were long gone. Maybe Cassandra had been right, and it was just an illusion brought on by continuous time jumps. Aside from that, my days were all rather dull and uneventful. Which wasn’t necessarily bad. It wasn’t like I was aching to go off running into another dangerous adventure, or at least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      On the fourth day, while I was out on the field learning how to dodge Jasmine’s lethal spear, Prometheus called me to his office. Well, I guess it wasn’t really called so much as being escorted by a guard who showed up on the field, taking me to the great golden hall where Prometheus's private rooms were situated. I supposed it would’ve been stranger to have been summoned by an overhead speaker system like that in a human school. “Nicole Walker, please report to Headmaster Prometheus’s office.”

      When I got there, he gestured for me to sit in one of the large leather chairs and offered me a beverage from a golden decanter. I was pretty sure it was wine, but I declined. I could never get used to the taste of wine, neither crisp white, dark, or rich red. If I chose to drink, it was usually something hard, like vodka or rum. Something that would make my mind fuzzy and relaxed, fast. There had been many nights in my past of drinking an entire bottle with my best friend Pinky.

      “I’ll take some water if you have it,” I replied, settling into the oversized chair. Sweat was still dripping down my back from the workout Jasmine and Mia had given me.

      “Of course.” Picking up a clay jug, he poured the cool, clear liquid into a large goblet and handed it to me.

      The water refreshingly swept down my throat, while I marveled at the idea that the cup I was drinking from was like over two thousand years old. So many things here were ancient, yet everyone treated them like nothing special. However, I looked at those pieces and always wondered about the hands they had passed through, or the stories they could tell. I supposed that was just my time genes musing about the past.

      Prometheus sat in the opposite chair and regarded me, his wide, heavy brow wrinkled in concern. “So, how are you, Nicole?”

      “I’m good.” Part of me wondered why he was asking; I still found it hard to trust those with authority. Although Prometheus had come through for us by informing Chronos of the plan to unravel time and the Gods themselves—he did technically save my life—I was wary. When it involved the Gods and Titans, I wasn’t sure I would ever not be cautious. Nothing they did was straightforward.

      “You are settling back into the academy? Getting your training?”

      I nodded. “Yup, Jasmine is a tyrant when it comes to that stuff.”

      Prometheus chuckled. “She’s tough. I’ve seen her teach battle tactics to the new recruits. Ares would’ve been envious.”

      “Yeah, you should give her a raise.” My throat was getting drier by the second, so I drank more water. He wanted something from me, I could sense it in every bone in my body.

      “After you’ve gone through more training, it would be helpful to the academy if you joined the others to train the new recruits. You have many skills that would be an asset were they passed down.”

      Training recruits was not something I had in mind for myself, I didn’t do well with people. I liked Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina, and the others, but despite all we’d been through together in a short while, I still didn’t feel like part of the team. I was an outsider, and even though I knew they didn’t mean to, they treated me like one.

      Except for Cassandra. She was someone I could call a friend. I supposed that was what happened when you faced certain death together, and we had done that a few times. Facing down a T-Rex in real life Jurassic Park kind of made you life long buddies.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot,” Prometheus added once he finished his wine, then got up to refill his cup. “You have suffered.” He sat back down and met my gaze. “I know a lot about suffering. You and I are a lot alike in that regard.”

      It was true that Prometheus had suffered.

      The students told stories about what he went through thanks to Zeus and the Gods. Because of his affection for mortals thousands and thousands of years ago, he stole fire from the Gods to give it to the humans so they could use it for warmth and to cook. For his unselfish act, Zeus ripped Prometheus away from his life and imprisoned him in Tartarus, along with all the other Titans.

      The rumor was that while in prison, Prometheus’s liver was eaten by crows. Yet, once it grew back, it would be eaten all over again in an endless loop. A weaker man would’ve gone mad, but Prometheus seemed to have kept his humanity and affection for mortal men and women even after what he endured.

      “I was wondering…”

      Oh, here it comes.

      “…if you would be willing to do something for me. It’s a big ask.”

      “That depends. What do you want? And what do I get in return?”

      His bushy eyebrows shot up at that. He was probably not used to people pushing back on him. I imagined all his requests were immediately answered without question, but I wasn’t one of those people. I was tired of being taken advantage of and used. The Corpse King had seen to that. Pushing me to jump through time again and again until I could barely stand, barely think.

      “I know you have been through a lot, forced to jump through time by Lycaon. But I wanted to ask you to take me back in time, to see my wife before I was torn from her side and tossed into a hellscape for thousands of years.” Placing his wine goblet onto the small, round table between our chairs, he set his gaze on me.

      Shit. Didn’t I feel like an asshole now?

      “What do you want in return for this request?” he continued. “I will try and give you whatever you wish, but obviously, there are limits to what I can offer.”

      It wasn’t hard to imagine that one of those limits would be allowing me to leave the academy with Cade, to go and live a normal life back in London. So, I pushed that thought out of my mind right away, deciding I wasn’t even going to bother to mention it. What else did I want? What would make me happy, and my life here in the academy bearable?

      “I want to work in the forge. I don’t want to have to deal with new recruits. I just want to work with the metal and make stuff. Not weapons necessarily, but I could do that as well. I want to create cool things, like more robots. I couldn’t ever duplicate Tinker, but maybe I could make him a companion.”

      With a chuckle, Prometheus nodded. “I’m unsure of what Hephaistos will think about this, but ultimately, he’ll do what is best for the academy. And having you in the forge would be a good thing. Your affinities to fire and metal are an asset. I’m sure we can convince Hephaistos of that.”

      Ha! He had more faith in our negotiation skills than I did. Although, I had been able to get Hephaistos to help me make my wings. I supposed that if I promised him to literally stay out of his way, he might warm up to the idea. It would take a load of work off his shoulders. Plus, he was eons old, and I thought that maybe it was starting to catch up to him.

      “I also don’t want anyone to know that I’m taking you through time. It must be a secret. I don’t want a lineup of people asking me for the same thing. I’m not British Airways.”

      “Agreed.” He nodded firmly and reached over, offering me his hand, which I accepted. His hand was so huge that it swallowed mine to the wrist. We shook, sealing the deal. “You have no idea what this means to me, Nicole. I will forever be in your debt.”

      “You’re welcome. I know a little something about having your life ripped away without your consent.” I swallowed when a few flashes of me in a windowless room, tied to a chair, with Apollo literally squeezing my head as if he wanted to crush it like a melon played before my eyes. He entered my mind and tore it into a thousand pieces. Pieces I was still slowly collecting and putting back together. It was getting better, but I suspected I would never be completely whole again.

      “I know you do.” Kindness shone in his gaze as he let me go. “So, when can this happen?”

      I jumped to my feet. “No time like the present.”

      His eyes widened in shock. “Now?”

      “Yes, why not? I’m all fueled up and ready to fly.” That way, I wouldn’t have time to find an excuse not to do it, or remember how it felt to jump too many times.

      We were just going through once. I could do it one more time for him. It wouldn’t kill me. Not anymore.
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      “Is there anything I need to do?” Prometheus asked when I directed him to stand with me in the middle of his office. There was something unsettling about him asking me to explain something to him, the Titan who usually knew it all.

      I gripped his hand tightly. “Think about your wife. Think about the place you want to go to see her. A house, or a street, or wherever. Picture it in your mind. See the colors, smell the aromas in the air, sense the place under your feet. Immerse yourself in the vision.”

      With a settling breath, I concentrated firmly on the air around us—stretching it out like taffy, making it as thin as possible for us to slip into and travel through it. I didn’t know where we were going, so I had to rely on Prometheus’s will to guide us. In the past, I had known where we were going to jump. I could picture it in my mind. There had been a few exceptions, of course. Like the first jump to the war between the Gods and the Titans, our trip to Paris in time to see Melany and Hades take on the giant Oceanus, and when I took Cassandra, the Corpse King, and myself, to the Jurassic Period.

      All the other times I’d directed it, the location had come from me, and that was easier for me, taking up less of my energy. This time, it was going to come from Prometheus.

      “I hope you’re ready,” I warned him. “The jump is startling, and I’m not one hundred percent sure I can get us to where you want to go.”

      “All I can ask is for you to try.”

      Nodding, I pulled my power close to me. “Okay, let’s give it a go.”

      After closing my eyes, I tried to connect to Prometheus, in the same way I’d connected to Cassandra that first time she took me to see Chronos in her vision. I concentrated on him, on what he was thinking. Instantly, a rush of warmth and emotion swept through me, startling in its potency, but I guessed that was because he was a Titan.

      The sensation filled me up like warm water being poured into a glass, bathing me, washing me clean. At first, I didn’t really get what the feeling was, but when tears started to well in my eyes from an overabundance of pressure in my chest, I understood it. It was love. I blinked them away before they could spill over and track hot down my cheeks.

      Prometheus’s love for his wife was strong, and it was true.

      Part of me hoped it would be enough of a connection to jump us in time to where and when she was located.

      My focus increased, envisioning the white tunnel we’d jump through, constructing it around us in my mind. Then the surrounding air shimmered and vibrated, its molecules moving wildly along our skins. Prometheus’s leathery hand tightened in mine—so much that he nearly crushed my bones, but I stopped myself from wincing—and then we were sucked through the thin veil of time and space.

      Seconds later, we appeared in the middle of a dark, shadowy courtyard, dimly lit by a couple of torches stuck in the ground. Surrounding us on all sides stood a two-story house, built from bright white clay with a red shingled roof. Voices came from one of the rooms near the walled entrance.

      “This is my home,” Prometheus whispered in reverence. Longing exuded from him as he reached out a hand, the desire to touch it bright and clear.

      The voices got louder, and I pulled him back into the shadows along the opposite wall. The next moment, two women appeared, dark yellow tunics that just reached past their knees covering their strong bodies, and their dark hair piled up onto their heads. Each carried a large clay bowl that reminded me of the cup Prometheus had served me water in a minute ago. Chatting amicably with each other, the women exited one of the rooms and went into another.

      “Those are my two servants, Theodora and Agnes.” Wonder captured him and he reached out again, but I grabbed his arm as I sensed he wanted to greet them.

      “You can’t interact with them. You don’t know how it will affect the future.”

      He cast me a sidelong glance, and I realized that I couldn’t stop him from doing anything he really wanted to do. Time to redirect.

      “Where is your wife?” I asked, glancing toward the stairs that I assumed led up to another part of the house, the bedrooms, I thought.

      “She is upstairs right now, bathing. I’m in the storeroom, taking inventory of our supplies. I am to be taken by Zeus and Ares this night for giving fire back to the people. She will never see me again, and won’t know what happened to me.”

      Before I could respond to that, there was a commotion at the main door of the estate. A defiant shout echoed, followed by a flash of blinding light, a groan, and a thud. The door burst open and I caught sight of a man with a white beard and hair, wearing a white robe.

      Knowing what was to come, Prometheus grabbed me and pulled me into the room behind us before we could be spotted. It was dark, so I didn’t know what the space was, but it smelled of earth, dirt, and plants. It was both dry and rich, pleasant, so I assumed it must’ve been some kind of food storage area.

      We stayed there as more shouts came from beyond, followed by screams and grunts of pain. Prometheus’s muscles flinched with every noise, and suddenly his voice came from the courtyard—which was freaky, considering he was standing right beside me.

      “You will never take me!” he commanded, he meaning the other Prometheus.

      “You will come with me, old friend, or Ares will slice your wife’s throat from ear to ear.” Zeus’s voice was like a rumble of thunder, dark and bold.

      I would always remember that voice… It still gave me nightmares.

      Ares’s chuckle came soon after. Although the God of War had mellowed out after that, training young people for hundreds of years without killing anyone—as far as I knew—I suspected he hadn’t really changed all that much. I’d heard the stories from Jasmine and the others, about the machinations of murder and betrayal he’d performed with Aphrodite in the shadowed hallways of the academy. As the God of War, he loved carnage. It was the essence of who he was.

      A shiver rushed down my spine, and my stomach roiled in response. However much I wanted to race out there and stop what was going on, I knew I couldn’t. Risking a glance at Prometheus, I saw that he, too, was fighting back the urge. His hands fisted at his sides, forced breaths coming in and out of his lungs as if it took everything he had not to act.

      “I will come with you, but you must promise to spare my wife and the rest of my household.”

      There was a slight pause. “Agreed,” Zeus finally acquiesced.

      After a few minutes, silence spread through the courtyard.

      “What do you plan on doing?” I asked Prometheus, unclear about why we’d come here for him to experience this horrible night all over again. Why would he want to witness this tragic and painful moment again?

      We waited another few moments while Prometheus rested against one wall, his eyes closed, and I suspected he was trying to gather himself. Suddenly, a new voice echoed from the courtyard. A female one, and she was in so much distress that it made my throat tighten and my gut clench from hearing it in her shrill voice.

      “What has happened?” she demanded. “Where has my husband gone?”

      Other voices tried to console her—male and female—attempting to explain. Although, it sounded to me like no one really knew what had transpired. Were those who saw Zeus and Ares enter dead already, before Prometheus had struck the bargain with the all-powerful God? To the rest of the household, it probably looked like he had just disappeared into thin air.

      “Where is my husband?” she screamed.

      The sound vibrated over my skin, making me both shiver and sick to my stomach. Prometheus’s form sagged against the wall.

      “The Gods took him, Mistress.” The answer came from a young boy.

      “Are you certain, Atticus? Did you see them?”

      “I was hiding behind the wine barrel, but I saw an old man in white and a large man in armor. Lightning sparked from the old man’s hand. It was Zeus, I’m sure.”

      “Maybe he will return, Mistress,” a young woman suggested. Probably one of the servants I’d seen carrying the bowls. “Not all who go with the Gods perish.”

      “Let us take you to your rooms, where you can rest,” said a different woman.

      Sounds of shuffling and movement beyond the wall of the storeroom mixed in the air, then there was silence. The only thing I could hear was the bleat of several goats in a pen nearby, and Prometheus’s ragged breathing.

      My gaze focused on him. “What’s your play here? Why did you want to come?” I whispered.

      “I need to see her; I need to see Pyrrha.”

      “You can see her, but you can’t interact with her. You understand that, right? You could alter history, and not necessarily in a good way. You don’t know the ramifications of it. You could end up creating a new war.”

      “There must be a way I can end her suffering without affecting the future.”

      I considered all the options and just didn’t have a definitive answer for him. Anything, any alteration to this timeline, might change the future. However, thinking about my studies on the Gods, and on Prometheus in particular, nothing stood out to me as a red flag. He was basically locked up in Tartarus for thousands of years—his liver torn out on repeat. Maybe what he did here wouldn’t create any ripples.

      “Perhaps you could write her a short note. Just let her know you love her or something, and that you didn’t purposely leave her.”

      For a moment, I thought he might refuse and fight me to go see her regardless—and frankly, there wouldn’t have been anything I could’ve done to stop him, he was a huge man—but he gave me a curt nod. A few seconds later, he rummaged around the shelves and tables, finding a papyrus scroll and a piece of charcoal to write.

      I kind of felt like a voyeur in this situation, and I supposed I was, technically, so I moved away from him to give him some privacy. It wasn’t my intention to intrude on the traumatic, emotional pain he was obviously experiencing—so strong that I could almost feel it as my own. While he wrote his note, I slowly opened the door and peered out into the dark courtyard.

      It was still vacant, which was good for us. We really didn’t need someone to see us sneaking around the house. I knew better than anyone how even the smallest of actions, one extra shoe print in the mud, could change the future in unimaginable ways. The treads of a modern shoe caught in the dust of the past sent ripples that echoed for centuries.

      “I’m done.”

      Turning, I found Prometheus rolling up the small scroll. “Okay, we can leave it maybe with a servant or…”

      Taking me by surprise, especially since he moved so quickly, he went out the door of the dim, sheltered storeroom and into the sunny courtyard. The hot, humid air outside carried the bright scent of fresh lemon and the acrid aroma of eucalyptus.

      “What are you doing? We already discussed this, mate.” I had to rush to catch up to him.

      “I need to see her. I won’t talk to her, but I just need to lay my eyes upon her one last time.” There was something in his voice, a note that made a fissure open in my heart, and if it hurt me, I couldn’t even begin to fathom how he was feeling.

      “What if someone sees you? You’re supposed to be taken by the Gods, remember? It will really confuse the issue at hand.”

      There was nothing I could do to stop him; my powers were nothing against his. He wasn’t listening to me either, no surprise there, and was already climbing the steps hewn roughly from stone—worn smooth from countless feet that climbed up to the second floor, where I assumed were the bedrooms. I might not be able to stop him, but I definitely couldn’t let him go alone, just in case I needed to jump us out of there in a flash. Sighing, I followed him to the last room.

      Once there, he slowly opened the heavy iron and wood door and peered into the space. Thankfully, it was dark inside, so we wouldn’t be immediately spotted. Yet, if someone was really staring into the shadows, they would see a young woman wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt—aka, they would see “modern me”, standing beside a giant of a man in white robes.

      “Just leave the note on the bed,” I whispered to him.

      Thankfully, Prometheus did as I instructed, but then he stepped out of my reach. He seemed drawn like a magnet, tugged along like he was driven by a force he was powerless to resist. Extending his hand, he gently touched the sleeping woman’s face, and despite my best intentions, I leaned closer too. I was curious. So that was his wife.

      Her face was pleasant enough, her olive skin clear and smooth with full lips and thick, long hair, but she was no great beauty. That surprised me, because a Titan could have anyone he wanted, couldn’t he? Still, as I tried to look at her through his eyes, I could see that there was something lovely about her, even with her eyes closed.

      A murmur escaped his wife in her sleep, and she shifted beneath a coarsely woven sheet. It seemed that she still slumbered, but then she rolled toward him. If she woke and saw him, we’d be in trouble.

      Immediately, I grabbed his arm, or tried to, because his arm was almost the size of my leg. “Let’s go.”

      I thought for sure he was going to fight me on it, but he got to his feet and followed me out of the room without protest. The smell of cool dust and stone hung in the short corridor, and suddenly I swore I saw the shadows undulate before we reached the stairs. Out of thin air, a ball of fire sparked in someone’s hand, its orange glow illuminating a chiseled, pale face.

      “Prometheus? Aren’t you supposed to be in Tartarus by now?”

      Oh shit. I knew that voice and face, and I did not want to see them here and now, or anywhere, really.

      Hades.
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      NICOLE

      “Hades? What are you doing here?” Prometheus asked, a hint of wariness shading his hushed words.

      “I’ve come to make sure your wife is safe, because you’re supposed to be shackled in prison, and I do not trust my brother, no matter what he says.”

      I wasn’t sure if Prometheus believed him, as his hands curled into fists, the slightest of sneers curling his lips.

      Hades’s gaze was suddenly on me. He looked me up and down, probably taking in the clothing I was wearing, which didn’t fit the era at all. His brow furrowed. “You look vaguely familiar. Have we met before?”

      I shook my head briskly, a tremor passing through me. “Nah, mate. I just have one of those faces, I think.”

      “No, you most certainly do not.” The way he looked at me was piercing, his eerie eyes seeming to see right through to my core.

      “Don’t tell anyone you saw him here,” I said to Hades sharply, knowing that I needed to do something to take charge of the situation. He was clearly startled to be on the receiving end of an order, especially from some strange, nothing girl he didn’t know, but I ignored it. Then I grabbed Prometheus’s hand. “We need to leave. Now.”

      Hades’s mouth opened, probably respond with some kind of quick retort, or more likely, an order to tell him exactly who I was. Before he could, however, I focused on thinning the air, stretching it out like warm honey, and jumping us back to the academy.

      Panicking, I didn’t have time to consider the repercussions of Hades seeing us disappear. Would he be able to tell from the thinning of the air around us that we were actually moving through time, jumping from one era to another? I really, really hoped he’d shake it off, maybe chalk it up to too much wine, then forget about it over the next three thousand years. Though, I’d never find out, as he was dead and gone in my timeline, so I wouldn’t be able to ask about that time he saw us in Prometheus’s house.

      Then we were sucked into the white void, the molecules of the air vibrating against my skin in a way that was familiar to me by now. The portal spit us out back in Prometheus’s office, as if we’d never left, only a second of time passed.

      The Titan stumbled sideways a little, and he had to grab his desk not to completely fall. I, on the other hand, was as steady as a horse—since I’d done this for what felt like a million times.

      “Did you just do a jump?”

      My head whipped up to see Cade with Lucian and Demeter, standing just inside the office’s entrance. They must’ve just arrived, or Prometheus and I had been gone more than a second, otherwise I would’ve seen them darkening the doorway right before we jumped.

      “Yes,” Prometheus confirmed. His voice was rough, and I knew he was still struggling with the aftermath of having seen his wife for the first time in thousands of years. He cleared his throat, pulling an invisible mask over his face as he did. “Academy business.”

      Not wanting to out him, I didn’t flinch at the lie, but by the way Cade’s eyes narrowed at me, I sensed he knew that wasn’t true. I’d probably tell him later what happened and wouldn’t even feel bad about it, because I knew I could trust him.

      Yet, what I really wanted to know now was if seeing Hades had somehow altered anything in this timeline.

      “Is Hades here?” I asked cautiously, testing their reaction to my words.

      Everyone frowned, especially Lucian. He took a step toward me, his stare intent on my face. “Why are you asking?”

      “Is he? I need to know.”

      “No, he’s not here. He’s gone.” Lucian licked his lips, as if something in his mouth tasted wrong.

      Breathing a sigh of relief and glanced at Prometheus.

      Cade came to my side. “What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” I responded quietly.

      Prometheus gathered himself, straightening his robe, and set his gaze on Demeter. “Why are you in my office? You don’t normally come up here unless…”

      “Something’s going on in the mortal realm,” Demeter explained.

      Prometheus ventured over to the drinks table and poured himself a very large goblet of wine. I didn’t blame him after our upsetting trip. If I were more of a drinker, I’d be a few shots in already, feeling the buzz in my head. “Tell me.”

      “There is word that one of the temples in Pecunia has been vandalized,” Demeter explained.

      “Word from where?” Prometheus’s heavy brow furrowed.

      Lucian glanced at Demeter and gave her a knowing look. With a roll of her eyes, she slid out a cell phone from a pocket in her billowy green tunic, handing it to the Titan. “It’s all over the news.”

      The phone was tiny in Prometheus’s hand as he looked down at it, then shook it. “How does it work?”

      At first, I thought he was joking, but then I saw the perplexed arch to his brow. Taking it from him, I opened an app, and showed him the first newsclip. It was a video of a reporter standing in front of one of the larger temples, one that looked like Zeus’s, while she gestured to the graffiti and damage done to the usually white marble.

      I wasn’t a stranger to graffiti and vandalism, but even the level of damage on that one was surprising to me. Temples weren’t usually vandalized. Despite the type of security some had, kids and graffiti taggers just didn’t resort to that type of criminal act. Not to a house of worship.

      “Has this ever happened before here, in his district?” Prometheus asked Demeter, since he’d only been Headmaster at the academy for the past three years.

      She shook her head, her clunky wire earrings getting tangled in her wild curly hair. “Nope. We’ve experienced total destruction by a Titan, but not from mortal hands. This is something new.”

      “Okay. Lucian, take a team to Pecunia and check it out. Talk to the locals and to law enforcement and see what you can find out. Ask if they have any ideas on who did this and why.”

      “I’ll let you know what we discover.” Giving Prometheus a curt nod, Lucian turned to leave.

      Demeter wandered over to the drinks table. “Got any more of that wine?”

      Without answering, Prometheus poured her a goblet.

      Before Cade and I could leave, the Titan nodded to me. “Thank you, Nicole.”

      Offering him a tight small smile, I nodded back, and then left with Cade. His arms instantly wrapped around me, then he flew me back down to the main level.

      “I’d wondered what happened to you,” Cade admitted when we landed. “I went looking for you on the training field, but Jasmine said you were summoned to see Prometheus.”

      “He wanted a favor.”

      “Judging by the looks on your faces when you returned, that favor wasn’t so easy.”

      I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t. Not as tough as going to the ends of time and space, but equally as draining.”

      Cade took my hand in his and gave it a reassuring squeeze just as Lucian whirled to face us.

      “Why did you ask me about Hades?”

      Part of me thought I owed him an explanation. It probably wasn’t so easy for him to talk about the God who stole his girl. “While jumping with Prometheus we ran into him. I needed to make sure that seeing him and talking to him didn’t alter the future.”

      “It didn’t.”

      “Well, technically, you wouldn’t know that. If the timeline changed at all, your reality would’ve changed with it, so you’d only know the truth as you experienced it.”

      He shook his head. “Sounds way too complicated.”

      “It is.”

      “Are you two coming to Pecunia with the crew?”

      With a shrug, I glanced at Cade. “Sure, why not? Beats sitting around here. I’m bored.”

      

      The crew consisted of Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina, Ren, Cade and I because Cassandra stayed behind to help Chiron go through his healing potions, tinctures, and supplies. After our nearly fatal trip through time, she wanted to get better at healing even though she was pretty good already, and had helped save my life. Jasmine’s girlfriend, Mia, also remained, to take over the training of the new recruits at the stables.

      Since the attack by the undead and the Corpse King, she’d been helping rebuild it, as well as train the new fire horses and griffins.

      Ready for our mission, we all gathered together in a cave just beyond the maze. Cade told me it was one of the portals to the mortal realm, this one through water, which I was not a big fan of really. I knew how to swim, or at least I remembered that I knew how to swim, I just hadn’t done it after I first came to the academy. Actually, maybe I hadn’t done it since I was a little girl.

      Cade squeezed my hand, obviously sensing my trepidation of going through the water portal. “It’s sort of like going through the abyss when you time jump. Same kind of pull.”

      “Except, in the abyss, I won’t drown.”

      “You won’t drown here either.” Ren stepped up next to me. “No one would let that happen. Just go with the flow.” He dove into the clear blue pool, disappearing after one small splash of his feet when he kicked downward.

      Lucian jumped in next, followed by Jasmine and Georgina.

      “I’d rather walk through fire,” I confessed.

      “Yeah me too. But this is the portal we need to take to get to Pecunia.”

      “All right, let’s do it.”

      Before I could change my mind, I jumped into the water. Thankfully, it wasn’t as cold as I thought it was going to be. Cade dove in next to me, so I followed his lead into the depths of the dark blue. Within seconds, we entered a whirling dervish, and were sucked through the portal. It was so quick that I didn’t worry about not having taken a big enough breath, but the entire time I kept seeing flashes of Melany’s face. I was getting used to it by now, so I didn’t flinch and risk getting tossed out of the water tornado. Once we were out of it, I followed the others as they kicked up to the surface.

      When I came up for air, I saw that we were in a harbor, and the others were climbing up onto one of the piers. As I reached it, Cade helped me up. I felt like a drowned rat—probably looked like one too—but before I could ask how they could stand having their clothes and hair sopping wet, Jasmine dried Lucian with a touch of her hand. The others came next.

      I realized it was because of her strong fire power, so following suit, I dried myself and Cade before she could get to us. It started as a warm tingling sensation deep inside my belly, then radiated outwards to the very tips of my fingers.

      A grin captured Jasmine’s lips when she noticed I’d beat her to it. “Cool, hey?”

      “Hell yes. Super cool.” I laughed. Part of me wanted to dunk myself back in the harbor, just so I could feel that pleasant, warm, and tingling sensation surging through my body again.

      Together, we walked up the docks.

      Some people who were there on their boats gawked at us. “They’re from that academy for the Gods,” a woman whispered.

      “I remember that blue-haired girl,” a man added.

      “More trouble than they’re worth, in my opinion,” another woman concluded.

      I turned to see who had said that, but was only faced with a few cool measured stares.

      Leaning into Cade, I made a face. “I thought the general public liked us?”

      “They do,” he responded without a second thought.

      “That’s not the sense I’m getting here.”

      With a furrowed brow, his gaze followed mine. “Yeah, I think you might be right.”

      Before either one of us could mention it to the others, they had all unfurled their wings and were lifting into the air.

      “Stay in a tight formation,” Lucian called back, his voice wary. Maybe he had noticed the same unease I’d felt.

      Cade’s wings unfolded—my heart never failed to skip a beat when they did—and he wrapped an arm around my waist, taking us to the sky. I wanted to give him a smacking kiss but refrained. I didn’t want to distract him from not letting me plunge to my death.

      “Hang on,” he said, “It’s just a quick flight to Pecunia.”

      As we flew over the town and then the countryside, I marveled at the view. This part of Greece was quite beautiful and peaceful. A far cry from the constant buzzing of London city, which I still missed greatly, but this had its charms too.

      Every now and then, I spotted craters in the ground, downed trees and remnants of the war that had nearly razed the area. New trees and grass had grown, and new buildings had been built in their place. Life had forged on, as it should.

      When we neared the impressive temple to Zeus though, I couldn’t help but notice a new and different type of war being fought. The bright colors of graffiti sprayed against the usually pristine white marble were shocking, as well as the insidious damage down to the columns and the stairs leading up to the pantheon.

      It was an attack against the Gods and everything they represented.

      After landing just below the temple steps, several people who had been nearby, gawking at the scene, came running over to us. Most had smiles on their faces, but there were a few disapproving mugs in the crowd.

      The police tape that stretched across the columns to keep the public out of the temple, for now, fluttered from our arrival. Two of the officers who stood guard while the maintenance crew was busy trying to get the paint off the marble, came over to talk to Lucian—probably sensing that he was the leader. They weren’t wrong. He really seemed born for that role. From what I’d learned about him, I thought that was likely true.

      He shook the officers’ hands, then asked about what had happened at the temple. The larger of the two, who had identified himself as the captain, immediately spewed the details. The way he prattled on, made me think he very well may have had a slight man crush on Lucian.

      “The vandalism happened between one and two a.m. There is usually security in the temple, but the guard who was on duty received an anonymous phone call that urged him away from the area.”

      “They knew his routine,” Lucian concluded.

      The captain nodded. “They also knew his cell phone number, so we are looking into anyone who has a beef with the Gods in the security company.”

      “Has anything like this happened here before?”

      “No. Pecunia is usually a pretty quiet and tight-knit community. I mean, we’ve been through a lot together. But I’ve heard that attendance at the temple has been down in the past year.”

      While Lucian continued to talk to the cops, and the others were looking around the building, I decided to mill about within the crowd. Since I didn’t have wings, I looked normal, like any twenty-something young woman trying to figure out her life. I had the stringy hair and dark circles under my eyes to prove it.

      A cute little girl gushed about the team, one hand in her mother’s, and the other pointing at Georgina while saying how awesome her metal arm was.

      “She’s pretty cool, hey?” I said to her.

      She nodded.

      “Do you like the Demigods?”

      “Yes, I can’t wait to go to the academy. I’m going to be a strong and good fighter, just like the Dark Angel.”

      “Who’s that?”

      She swung around, gesturing in the other direction, toward the town square. Squinting, I could see a large statue erected in the middle, so I started to walk over there, suddenly drawn to it. Cade’s voice called my name in the distance, but I didn’t stop until I was right at the base of the glorious sculpture.

      My gaze travelled all the way up at the woman immortalized in dark stone. I knew that face. Lately, I’d been seeing it in my dreams and in sudden flashes during the day. Melany Richmond, an imposing figure, especially in stone.

      As I craned my neck to regard her, a flash, a flicker out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned to find a door opening in the air, beside the statue. Through that door, I saw her again, a very deep scowl on her pale scarred face.
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      NICOLE

      “You again? What the hell do you want from me?” Her voice sounded clearer this time. It was as if she was standing right in front of me, and not talking to me from some other dimension or the like.

      “I have no idea, mate. I was just going to ask you the same thing.” My eyes roamed her face curiously. I had no clue what was going on, but I wasn’t scared.

      “I’m not the one who opened this portal, or whatever this is.” She eyed me suspiciously, fingers twitching.

      My gut told me I should be wary of her—I’d heard the stories. I knew she wasn’t a Demigod to be trifled with. I was about to argue with her, but I figured she had me there. Likely, I was the one doing this—not consciously—but for what purpose? It was hard to guess.

      “Where are you?” I asked, looking around her for clues. “Or… when are you? I don’t really know what’s going on.”

      Melany’s face scrunch up with a confused, slightly accusatory look. “What do you mean, where am I?”

      “Well, I’m in Pecunia, and from what I’ve been told, you’re… you’re, um…” Crap. If she was dead and didn’t know it, I sure didn’t want to be the one to break it to her. That knowledge might do something to her psyche, so I didn’t want to be the cause of someone having an afterlife melt down.

      “I’m what?” Her brow furrowed even deeper. She cocked her head, her gaze narrowing in on me like a laser. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Should I say something? Maybe she didn’t know that she was… dead. Oh, man. Surely there was someone better qualified to give her the news. And if she was actually dead, that still begged the question, where on earth was she, and what was I seeing right now?

      Before I could answer her, and possibly do a bunch of damage I had no interest in doing, Cade’s voice came from behind me.

      “Nicole? What are you doing over here?”

      As I whirled around to face him, I saw the portal vanish from the corner of my eye, shrinking into a tiny blip in the air, then popping out of existence. I blinked at the sudden emptiness, curious and perplexed.

      Cade gave me a look, both cautious and a little confused. “Who was that?”

      I shrugged. Normally, I liked telling him things, and I knew I could tell him anything, but something inside of me was making me hold back. “What? Don’t know what you mean.”

      “It looked like you were talking to somebody. I thought I saw someone…”

      “Nope. You must’ve imagined it.” My teeth sank into my lip. I knew I wasn’t fooling him, and sure enough, his eyes narrowed.

      “Nic, I can sense something’s going on. You can tell me anything, you know that, right?”

      Meeting his gaze, I gave him a small, sad smile. “I know.”

      So why wasn’t I telling him about seeing Melany?

      I supposed it was because he was under the impression that everything was okay now that my molecules had been fused back together, and that we’d destroyed the Corpse King. That we were happy and normal now, or as normal as the two of us could ever be.

      But I didn’t really feel fused back together.

      There was something, not necessarily wrong but out of place. Like I’d been rearranged in the wrong order. All the parts were there, nothing missing, just instead of placed as one, two, three, four, inside me, it felt more like they were one, three, two, four and the number ten for shits and giggles.

      Could that be what was causing me to think about Melany all the time? And why I was randomly opening portals to Gods knew where? Because it was still undetermined in my mind where Melany actually existed in this world. If at all.

      “What did the authorities say about the vandalism?” I asked, hopefully effectively changing the subject.

      His brow furrowed, saying he knew exactly what I was doing, but he didn’t press, for which I was grateful.

      “They don’t know much, to be honest. It happened when the usual security guard wasn’t in place, he’d been called away from the area.”

      “So, an inside job.”

      “Looks like it,” he agreed, nodding.

      “I roamed around the crowd to get a bead on the mood of the people. Some are still enamored with the Gods, but I did hear some discourse. It seems not everyone is as on board with them as they used to be.”

      “The authorities told us that this wasn’t an isolated incident. There have been other vandalism cases across the country.”

      “Coordinated, do you think?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Did they hit only Zeus’s temples?”

      Cade shook his head. “Nope, others as well.”

      “So, it’s safe to say this isn’t just about old supreme dickhead.”

      A few chuckles escaped him at my name for Zeus. I had other names for him, harsher names, ones with a lot of colorful euphemisms, but I kept those to myself.

      Wondering why I was opening portals to the Dark Angel of Pecunia, I looked up at the statue. It wasn’t like I had any connection to her. I didn’t know her. She came to the academy after my time. I was in London with amnesia while she’d been here, being a bad ass and disrupting the world of the Gods.

      “Did you know her?”

      Cade’s head tilted to look at the monument. “No, not personally. After finishing my training, I went to live in Olympus. We really didn’t hear about much up there. It was very isolating, which I suppose is the point. I heard about her, certainly. I mean, she took down the most powerful Gods in history.”

      “She must’ve been extraordinary to be able to do that.”

      “Word was she possessed all the attributes of the Gods, even Hades. She had every power and was strong with them.”

      “What really happened to her, do you know?”

      “The official statement is she died in a battle with Nyx, defending the Fates.”

      “What’s the unofficial statement?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Why are you asking about her?” A new voice came from behind us, and it didn’t sound friendly.

      I whipped around to see that Lucian and Jasmine had joined us. Georgina and Ren were also crossing the square to the spot where we stood by the statue.

      “I was just curious about her, that’s all. She’s a legend.”

      I could tell that Lucian found it difficult to talk about her still. In some ways, I felt bad for Cassandra, having to exist in Melany’s shadow. Although, she didn’t seem bothered by it on the couple of occasions we’d talked about Lucian and Melany. It was obvious that Cassandra had liked and respected her, and she really loved Lucian. I hoped that was reciprocated, because she sure deserved someone to be madly in love with her.

      “What do you want to know?” Jasmine asked. She wasn’t as guarded as Lucian, so maybe my questions would be better directed toward her. We’d built up a bit of a rapport even as she chased me around the field with a sharp spear, threatening to poke me in the ass.

      I thought about asking if they thought she was truly dead, but I suspected that would’ve opened up all kinds of still healing wounds. It also would’ve opened up a line of questioning to me, and the curiosity of why I was so adamant about needing to know. However, I wasn’t ready to talk about that just yet, I just wanted to find out why first, before I discussed it with anyone.

      I’d ask my real questions to Jasmine later, when we weren’t around Lucian.

      “Would she have gleefully poked me in the back with the spear as hard as you do?”

      My question must’ve taken everyone off guard, because they all started to laugh. Even Lucian.

      Grinning, Jasmine nodded. “Probably harder.”

      It was just the right thing to happen to break the tension that had filled the air. I was still feeling my way around Lucian and the others, despite us going through near annihilation together, there was still an awkward distance between us. Perhaps they thought I was somehow trying to replace Melany in their crew, even though I knew that was impossible.

      Besides that, I didn’t want to be the “new” Melany, I wanted to be current Nicole. I figured I was good enough to be part of their group as I was. I thought I was pretty cool… or at least Cade thought so. And if I were honest, his opinion was the only one that truly mattered to me anyway.

      Turning my attention to him now, as he engaged with the others, I watched him. I loved the aristocratic bump on his nose, and the slight dimple in his right cheek when he smiled. His dark eyelashes were impossibly long, and it made me jealous. He may not have been the golden Adonis like Lucian was, but he was strong, smart, kind, and nerdly sexy, so I loved him for that.

      Suddenly feeling overwhelmed with emotion, I slid my hand into his. Thinking about Melany and her loss to Lucian, her friends and the academy made my chest tighten. I was so thankful that I’d escaped that fate with the help of Cade and these people standing in front of me.

      His gaze focused on me. “You good?”

      I nodded. “I’m good. But can we go home now? I need a nap and I really miss Tinker.”

      “Yeah, we can go.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m pretty sure we got the information Prometheus wanted.” His attention shifted to Lucian. “Your call.”

      “Yup, let’s get back to the academy.” His gaze tracked the area and caught the same thing I did at the exact same time.

      As we were preparing to leave, a small group of about five middle-aged men approached. There was something about the way they moved together, with quick sideway glances at one another, that made the little hairs on my arms stand to attention.

      My grip tightened on Cade’s hand. “I think trouble is coming our way.”

      His gaze moved over to the small group that was now crossing the street toward us.

      One of the men waved. “Hey, hey. Are you some of those Demigods from the academy?”

      By now, the others had also perked up in response to the charged air around us. Something didn’t feel right, and I wasn’t the only one experiencing the same sensation. Discreetly, Lucian gestured us, and we all kind of formed a defensive line as the mob got closer. And mob was exactly how I saw them. Being on the streets in London, especially a girl alone, I learned really quick how to identity a group of people who were going to become a problem.

      These guys were definitely going to be a problem.

      “We are,” Lucian answered, hands flexing at his sides.

      Part of me wondered if he was preparing to create some fire, because my fingers were itching for it. The tips tingled as my fire bloomed to the surface.

      Cade squeezed my hand again, giving his head a slight shake. “Not now,” he murmured lowly.

      “If these jerks start something, I’m not going to back down.”

      “We can’t be seen fighting with mortals, Nic. It would just prompt more disgruntled behavior from them.”

      The four men spread out a little, one of them looked like he was going to circle us. That would’ve been a bad move on his part. The one who had initially spoken seemed like he’d been in the army at some point with the way he looked and acted. He took a stance in front of Lucian, who he obviously identified as the leader of our merry band of Demigods.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Just trying to find out what happened to the temple,” Lucian answered.

      “Right.”

      “I recognize you from the news on TV,” one of the other men said to Lucian, and tipped his chin toward Melany’s statue. “With her.”

      “Yeah, you probably saw a report about how we saved this town, and the country, from destruction.”

      Ooh, good burn, Lucian. I almost said that out loud, but I bit down on my lower lip so I didn’t succumb to the urge to put these guys in their place.

      The man sneered, clearly disliking Lucian’s response to his jeer.

      “Look, we need to get back to the academy, so was there something you wanted?”

      The main guy shook his head, a nasty leer on his wide face. “Nope. Just wanted to come over and say hi. Let you know that we recognize who you are and where you’re from.”

      That was most definitely a threat.

      The rest of our team agreed, and Jasmine’s stance instantly changed. She looked like she did when we were training for battle on the field. Georgina rotated her shoulder, the metal of her arm glinting in the bright sun that cascaded over the town square.

      “We’ll be sure to keep your faces in our minds as well.” Lucian tipped his head. “Have a good day, gentlemen.” He made a big show of unfurling his giant wings, stretching them out far, like a bird of prey would do if threatened.

      Pairs of powerful white wings opened up all around me, and I felt extremely inferior in the middle of the menacing flock. It couldn’t be helped. Resigned, I wrapped my arms around Cade’s neck, and with one powerful flap we were airborne.

      When I glanced down at the mob as we flew away, I suspected that wouldn’t be the last we saw of them. I also suspected that they had everything to do with the vandalism on the temple, and that it wouldn’t be the last time that happened…

      This was just the beginning.
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      NICOLE

      When we returned to the academy, we met with Prometheus—all of us crowded up on his tower platform. I stood farthest away from the edge because I always felt like I was going to fall off, and plummet helplessly to the ground without either my real wings or my metal ones.

      We told him what we found out about the vandalism at the temple, and about the mob of men who confronted us in the town square. The news seemed to trouble him greatly, which in turn, made all of us a bit nervous. It was never a good thing to see someone who you considered invincible, concerned about a situation.

      I glanced at Cade, noticing he had the same nervous look on his face that I felt. It made my gut tighten, knowing that my nerves weren’t mine alone.

      Prometheus had stopped pacing, and now stared out the floor to ceiling windows of his office, toward the woods and lake on the east side of the school.

      “We need to be monitoring this situation,” he finally informed. His voice sounded gravelly and serious but revealed nothing more.

      “Do you think it will get worse?” Lucian asked, although I suspected he knew the answer as we all did, and it made my stomach tighten further.

      There had definitely been a different energy in town. A low-grade thrum of something developing. Like the electricity in the air that came before a huge, destructive thunderstorm, the water gathering in a cup that will spill over, or the pure, deep stillness before a category five tornado.

      Prometheus turned around to look at us. “Yes.”

      “I don’t think we can monitor the situation from here,” Lucian suggested, and I was glad that someone was trying to say what we were all thinking. “I’d like to put together teams to position in various areas of the mortal realm.”

      For a moment, I thought the Titan might disagree, but then he nodded, seeing the logic in Lucian’s suggestion. “Put together three teams. But you need to stay undercover. No one should know that you are Demigods.”

      “That would leave Lucian out then,” Cade suddenly added. “He is very recognizable.”

      Lucian frowned, clearly insulted. “I have to be part of the reconnaissance.”

      “Cade’s right.” Rubbing a hand over her face, Jasmine sighed. “Those men recognized you right away.”

      “In Pecunia,” Lucian countered. “I can take a spot somewhere else. I can stay hidden.”

      Prometheus’s hand lifted to stop any more arguments, making us all fall silent. “I agree that you need to be in charge and on the ground Lucian, but yes, stay out of the public eye. You have a lot of good people who are strong leaders. Use them.”

      “Are you really concerned that a bunch of mortals can hurt the Gods?” I had to ask. It just seemed so strange to me. The Gods were powerful, immortal. Well, I guess not completely unkillable, or Melany wouldn’t have been able to end so many of them. However, she hadn’t been mortal. She’d been the strongest of all the Demigods.

      “I have seen war before, Nicole. I know what signs to look for.”

      “But that was between the Gods.” He wasn’t telling us something here. Something vital. I could feel it all the way to my bones.

      “There are a lot more of them than there are of us.” His face revealed nothing.

      Straightening my spine, I stepped forward. “Sure, but—”

      He turned away from me, effectively dismissing me. “Go. Form your teams,” the headmaster ordered Lucian. “Let me know when you are ready to dispatch them to the mortal realm.” Giving us his back, he went to sit behind his huge desk, moving incredibly gracefully for such a large being. It was a very effective dismissal, so we all filed out of his office silently.

      When we were back on the ground, Lucian gestured to me. “What was that about?”

      I shrugged, not liking the commanding tone in his voice. “I don’t know. I think he’s not telling us something.”

      Actually, I knew it, I just didn’t know how.

      “Maybe you’re just paranoid,” Jasmine added gently. “Although you have reason to be, considering everything that’s happened to you.”

      “We all should be paranoid,” I snapped in return, my hackles rising. “When have the Gods ever been completely truthful?”

      Glancing at each other, they considered it. Georgina nodded. “She’s right.”

      “That may be,” Lucian countered, all doom and gloom. “But I trust Prometheus. I don’t think he’d deliberately put any of us in danger.”

      His blind trust made me want to snort-laugh. Maybe it was because of the way the Gods had once kicked me out and brutally wiped my memory, but I wasn’t capable of such blind devotion. “But isn’t that the purpose of the academy? To put us all in danger?”

      Cade’s warm touch reached my arm. “What’s going on, Nic?”

      Shaking my head, I rubbed a hand over my face. “I’m sorry. I’m still tired, I guess.” I looked at everyone. “Don’t mind me. I just need to sleep for another few years.”

      “Don’t sweat it.” Lucian gave me a rare, friendly smile. “You’ve been through a lot so I don’t expect you to join any of the teams. You still need to rest and get your strength back.”

      “I think what you’re saying is that I’m a weak ass.” I chuckled.

      Lucian made a face. It looked like he didn’t quite know how to react.

      “Chill, mate.” Playfully, I punched him in the arm. “I’m the first to admit I still need some training before I’m at your level.”

      After a second, he chuckled with me.

      “I wouldn’t necessarily say that.” Cade swung his arm around my shoulders. “Your fire power is definitely stronger than mine.”

      Jasmine nodded. “Mine too.”

      With a shake of my head, I waved a hand at the group. “No worries. You don’t need to feed my ego. I know I’m the weakest link in the chain, and I’m cool with that.”

      The truth was, I was glad to not be part of the reconnaissance teams. I DID need to rest and gather my strength, so I was happy to have that chance. There was also the need to figure out why I was opening those strange portals and seeing Melany. I couldn’t do that if I was playing soldier in Pecunia.

      Once we left Prometheus’s Hall, Cade went with Lucian and the others to prepare for the mission. I told them I was going to go work with Hephaistos in the forge, making some new weapons and such, but in truth I was going to track down Cassandra to see if she could answer my questions about Melany and her demise.

      Cade kissed me long and hard—it would’ve been embarrassing if it hadn’t been so hot—then promised he would come to my room later to fill me in on what had been decided and planned. They all headed one way while I went toward the far wing, where the forge was. Once the others disappeared around the corner, I stopped walking, taking a different corridor toward the infirmary. Hopefully, Cassandra was still there, helping Chiron with potion inventory.

      A conversation echoed when I reached the infirmary, so I stopped at the doorway. It wasn’t Cassandra or Chiron. It was Iris.

      I thought she’d been sprung from the infirmary and was on her way back to Olympus. Maybe her injuries hadn’t healed enough in Chiron’s mind. Either way, she was still here, chatting with someone in there.

      “I’m trying not to think about it. Chiron says for me to heal my body, I also have to heal my mind. My anger isn’t healthy.”

      There was a pause, and I thought for sure there would be another voice, but she just continued talking as if someone had responded to her already. A voice in her head, maybe?

      “Maybe. But I don’t want to think about that right now. I want to be better. I do. I want to move on with my life.”

      Again, there was another long pause. Was there someone speaking and I just couldn’t hear them? It was possible, my hearing had been damaged during the whole getting vaporized incident, and that was my one sense that seemed to sputter out every now and then.

      “I get what you’re saying, but I don’t know… I have to think about it.”

      Who was she talking to? I couldn’t stand it any longer; I had to know.

      Carefully, I peered around the corner and into the room. Iris was sitting up on her cot, her hands folded primly in her lap. A couple of candles flickered on the table beside her, casting a soft glow around her. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t another patient in a cot on either side of her, and there wasn’t anyone sitting in the chairs next to her bed either. There was a chair in the shadows, but I couldn’t see a form on it.

      Maybe the person was standing away from her cot, and just out of my eyesight. My curiosity got the better of me, and I stepped all the way into the infirmary.

      Her head shot up the moment I did. “What are you doing here?”

      Before I responded, I took some time to scan the room. There was no one else there, so I moved closer to her. “I was looking for Cassandra. I heard she was here helping Chiron with some inventory.”

      “Well, as you can see, she’s not here.”

      “Do you know where she went?”

      “No. And why would I? She’s not a friend of mine.”

      I eyed her, taking in her pale, scarred face. She was avoiding my gaze, which wasn’t necessarily out of character, but in the past, she’d liked to glare at me with venom. Some of her venom seemed to have leaked out of her over the past few weeks.

      When I was healing in the infirmary, after almost disintegrating into dust molecules, I felt like we’d made some kind of peace, but I knew it was tenuous at best. Maybe that was why she was behaving so timid right now. She didn’t want to rock our precarious boat.

      “Who were you talking to?” I asked.

      “No one.” Her gaze lifted and bore into me. Ah, there was the good old Iris I knew and loathed. “Were you spying on me or something?”

      “No, I just heard you talking when I approached the door, and I stopped because I didn’t want to intrude on your conversation.”

      She sniffed. “Well, you’re intruding now.”

      That wasn’t an answer. That was a deflection. I supposed I didn’t blame her for not wanting me to know she was talking to herself. It was normal for people to mutter to themselves, but not necessarily to have a full-blown conversation with questions and answers inside their heads. Cade told me he thought Iris had suffered some kind of mental breakdown over the years.

      “Sorry. I’m leaving. But if you see Cassandra again, can you tell her I need to talk to her?”

      Giving me a little hum, she nodded her head. Although, I didn’t believe she’d tell Cassandra a thing.

      As I turned to leave, Chiron came trotting into the infirmary, his hooves making loud clicks on the recently waxed tile floor.

      “Nicole? What are you doing here? Are you hurt… again?”

      “Nope. I’m good.” I shook my head. “All my parts are fused back together. Basically.” Grinning cheekily at him, I watched him shake his head and roll his eyes. “I was just looking for Cassandra. I thought she was here.”

      “She was, and now she’s gone.” His four legs took him into the room, his sharp gaze roaming over Iris, then back to me. Surely, he was trying to figure out if I’d disturbed his patient enough for him to get pissed about it.

      “Do you know where she went? It’s kind of urgent.”

      He shrugged. “She complained about having a headache. I gave her something for it, so I assume she went to sleep it off.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Turning, I began to leave then stopped. “Um, where’s her room?”

      “I’m pretty sure it is in Athena’s Hall.”

      With a thankful nod, I left. Once in the corridor, I spun in a circle, trying to figure out exactly where that was. I still had a lot of catching up to do on the academy. Most of my memories had returned, but there were still some missing. Like, exactly where every hall was located.

      Finally choosing a direction, I started walking, until the feeling that I was being watched swept over me. My steps halted and I whirled around, but there was no one there. Just the shadows creeping along the walls. I peered into the darkness to make sure there wasn’t anyone lurking inside, then continued. Unfortunately, that sensation crawled all over me until I reached the large stone staircase and descended.
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      The strong suspicion that Nicole was hiding something from me was unshakable.

      Actually, I was certain of it. Although she probably thought she was doing a good job at keeping it from me, she had ‘tells’, and I knew her well. Nicole tended to answer questions quickly with one word and avoided meeting my gaze when she was hiding something important. I just couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, and the fact that she felt the need to keep something from me felt greasy in my gut.

      Something to do with her time powers I would guess. Even though Chronos had saved her life up in the mountain, and she’d spent time in the infirmary healing under Chiron’s watchful eye, she hadn’t fully dealt with it all. Nicole was warier than usual, and that was saying something. When I tried to talk to her about it, about what she went through, she always said she was fine. Yet, I didn’t like that she was cutting me out.

      How could anyone be completely fine after experiencing something like that? Not even someone as strong as Nicole could come out on the other side unscathed, physically or mentally. She’d healed from one, but not the other. I really wanted to help her, I ached to, but I could sense her pushing me away a little.

      Maybe this separation would be a good thing for us. She needed time to heal, but she obviously needed space as well. Still, it hurt to think that she needed space from me.

      Crossing my legs, I sat down on the soft green grass of the west training field, beside Georgina and Mia, while savouring the crisp, earthy scent of the freshly cut blades. There were others gathered. Some I knew well, like Ren and Diego, but the others I barely recognized or knew their names. Lucian and Jasmine stood in front of us, giving the lowdown on what the plan was going to be for their reconnaissance trip to the mortal realm.

      “I’ve gathered the lot of you here for a specific mission.” Lucian’s commanding voice rippled over us, his statement causing murmurs among the small crowd.

      “We got word that there was some damage and vandalism done to a few of the temples in the mortal realm, so Prometheus sent a few of us to check it out. What we’ve been able to ascertain is that a few of the Gods’ temples had been graffitied and damaged in Pecunia, Kios, and New Athens. There might be more incidents but that was all the authorities were able to tell us.”

      “That’s never happened before,” a girl with short black hair stated.

      I didn’t really know who she was, but I thought her name was Jia. I’d seen her at the stables, helping to train the fire horses.

      “As far as we know, it hasn’t,” Lucian answered.

      “What does Prometheus think is going on?” an unfamiliar guy asked.

      “He’s not sure, but he is worried.” Jasmine looked at everyone. “Which is why he’s sending us back to do some reconnaissance.”

      “We will be splitting into three squads, each one going to Pecunia, Kios, and New Athens respectively,” Lucian continued, taking up the mantle. “Our mission is to watch and listen. The vandalism in these towns makes it clear that people are not happy. Our job is to find out why, and who is orchestrating these attacks. It could be separate groups, emboldened by each other, or organized by a leader. Either way, the more intel we can gather, the more we can get a handle on it.” His gaze traveled over everyone sitting on the ground.

      “Do you think this is an uprising?”

      “We don’t know that yet, Diego,” Jasmine cautioned.

      “Why would they be angry at the Gods?” a girl with short blond hair inquired. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That’s what we need to find out. If the people in these towns have legitimate concerns, we need to know so we can address them. Our job is not only to fight against forces of destruction and keep mortals safe, but to be representatives of the academy.”

      Prometheus’s voice almost seemed to surface in Lucian’s words, probably because that was the job he’d been assigned as the face of the Demigods Academy. It was a good face, mind you. Not just good looking, but one that exuded authority and strength. People listened to Lucian, and I hoped it would be enough to keep the peace in the other realm.

      I sensed something was brewing… we all did.

      “Jasmine and I will each be in charge of a team. And the other will be under Cade’s watch.” Lucian gestured to me.

      Surprised, I glanced at him. What the heck? When he arched an eyebrow at me, I knew I didn’t have a choice in the matter. It was best to pretend like I knew what I was doing. Getting to my feet, I joined him and Jasmine at the front.

      “Some of you don’t know Cade, but he’s been a Demigod longer than we have.” Lucian smacked me in the back. “He is the smartest person I know and has been working on several secret projects on Olympus for years.”

      Their eyes widening, some of the recruits regarded me with awe and respect. Not that I needed either, but it was good to have in this situation. These people wouldn’t follow me if they didn’t know who I was. Lucian vouching for me was a smart tactical move, though his kind words didn’t exactly give me warm fuzzies—he had an ulterior motive.

      I leaned into him. “Are you sure about me leading a team?”

      “Absolutely.” Shading his eyes, he looked out over the assembled crowd. “You are a leader, Cade. You were the one who found Nicole, making a plan to rescue her and defeat The Corpse King.”

      “What’s with the secret projects?” I asked, bracing my hands on my hips.

      “Gives you an air of cool mystery. Like a spy. Who doesn’t want to follow James Bond into an adventure?” He winked.

      Rolling my eyes, we both turned back to the group as Lucian resumed his speech, pointing at various people sitting on the grass. “Okay, so here are the assignments. Mia, Ren, and Charlotte will be with Jasmine. Georgina, Marek, and Jia will be with Cade. And Diego, Rosie, and Ezra are with me.”

      Swift relief coursed through me to have at least one person that I knew. Georgina nodded to me, and I smiled in return.

      “Every one of you has certain skills that will be beneficial to your group. I made sure that every team has someone adept at healing as well. Just in case.”

      “Are you expecting casualties?” Diego asked, concern furrowing his large brow. A good question.

      Lucian’s attention briefly went to Jasmine and me. “I hope not, but we did experience some hostility when we were in Pecunia. A small group of men confronted us at Melany’s statue in the square.”

      “What did they want?” the girl named Charlotte pressed.

      “It was a threat,” I blurted out before anyone else could say anything.

      Lucian’s brow furrowed, letting me know he was not pleased that I’d shared that, but I didn’t care. “Now, we can’t be sure…”

      “You know as well as I do, that it was a threat.” I didn’t want him to lie to the recruits, or dumb down the situation. Everyone needed to know what kind of danger we were all going into, or we would be leading our people to their unnecessary deaths. “Some mortals are angry with the Gods, and with us. We don’t know why, yet. But you should all be on your guard.”

      Swallowing past his irritation with me, Lucian took a step forward to stand beside me. “Cade is right. There is a level of danger here. Mainly, because we don’t know exactly what’s going on, and we need to be ready for anything at all times.”

      “If we’re attacked…” Diego got to his feet, stretching out his thick body with audible cracks, “do we retaliate?”

      His question prompted everyone to also rise. As Demigods, we didn’t shy away from conflict.

      “If we are attacked, we are to defend ourselves. But remember, we have powers that the mortals don’t. So, using hand to hand combat, and defensive moves, are our best options. The last thing we need is one of us wounding or killing someone unnecessarily with a blast of fire or water.”

      I glanced at Lucian and leaned into his ear. “I apologize if I overstepped.”

      Another strategic move. I wasn’t actually sorry, but I needed to make the gesture.

      He shook his head. “No, you were right in telling them the whole truth. Sometimes I forget that everyone here is a trained soldier, and they deserve to know what they are up against. Zeus and the other Gods often kept things from all of us, as you well know. I don’t want to be like that.”

      “You’re not, Lucian. You never have to worry about that.” Offering a tight smile, I nodded.

      “Let’s break into our teams and go through some basic hand to hand and defensive training,” Lucian instructed, and a few recruits groaned at that.

      “Don’t make me pull a Heracles and knock all of you on your asses for that.”

      Once we all formed our teams, I formally met Marek and Jia. It turned out that Marek had superior water powers and was good with a bow and arrow, while Jia had an affinity to wildlife, including the magical beasts in the stables, and she was an expert knife handler. Also, according to Georgina, she could kick anyone’s ass.

      I quickly learned that was true, when we were practicing hand-to-hand combat and she flipped me over onto my back, pressing her foot against my neck. Jia was little but extremely strong. Her appearance was unassuming, which would work to our advantage in Pecunia—that was where Lucian thought we’d do best.

      He didn’t think it would be good for him to be wandering around there, since his face—out of all of ours—was the most recognizable. Georgina would have to stay hidden as well, unless she wore a long-sleeved shirt to hide her metal arm. I, on the other hand, was probably the least recognizable one in all the teams, because I hadn’t been part of the battles in Pecunia over the last few years. However, I was starting to feel guilty about that. Perhaps it was why I was eager to prove myself on this mission.
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      NICOLE

      It didn’t take me long to find Athena’s Hall. It was near the Hall of Learning, which I should’ve realized, despite the library not existing when I was training at the academy. At one time it had been secret and hidden inside the maze, and not accessible to the average recruit. It was another thing Melany and company had changed.

      Thankfully, I did a little peek inside the library before wandering the hall and knocking on random doors looking for Cassandra, because she was there. She sat at one of the long wooden tables with a stack of thick, ancient looking tomes in front of her. That saved me a time-consuming trip.

      “Hey.” I plopped down in one of the fancy, high-backed chairs beside her.

      “Hi.” She didn’t look up from the book she was reading.

      “What are you doing?” My eyes scanned the titles of the books—The Healing Power of Crystals. 101 Ways to Heal. Divination for Dummies.

      “Trying to discern why I keep having headaches. The potions Chiron gives me aren’t doing anything anymore, and the pain is becoming quite annoying.” Looking up from the lines of fine, faded text, she closed the book and waved it at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you, actually.” Tucking my hands into the pockets of my jeans, I leaned back in the chair.

      Cassandra’s eyes narrowed, and she eyed me warily. I didn’t blame her really. The last time we chatted an ancient zombie king grabbed us, making us jump through time over, and over, and over. It totally sucked. I wouldn’t blame her if she never wanted to hang out with me anymore, just in case something like that happened again.

      “I need to ask you some more questions about Melany.” My voice remained low, because I didn’t want anyone to overhear what I was saying.

      A resigned sigh sunk her chest, before she set her elbow on the table and angled toward me. She didn’t look surprised. “You saw her once more?”

      “Yup, in Pecunia, at her statue when we were there checking out some things for Prometheus.”

      She frowned. “I wonder why.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. There has to be a reason, right?” I eyed her. “You haven’t had any visions, have you?”

      “No, not about this.” Her features pinched, and I felt a stab of pity as I realized she probably had one of her painful headaches right now.

      My eyes narrowed. “But about other things?”

      Her answer never came, she just licked her lips. I wouldn’t push or pry. If she wanted to tell me, she would. It wasn’t any of my business otherwise, not unless she thought she should share.

      “Okay, first tough question… What exactly happened to Melany?” I moved on with my inquiries, not wanting her to feel awkward for staying silent.

      “What do you mean?” Cassandra rubbed her fingers over her temples as she looked at me, considering.

      “Did she actually die?” I knew my question was blunt, but I had to ask it.

      Cassandra looked around the library, eyeing a few of the other recruits who were at the tables reading books—none of them looked our way. It was interesting to me that she didn’t want anyone to hear us, either. Seeing her scoot her chair closer to me, I leaned in so she was a mere few inches away.

      “Yes?” Cocking her head, she arched an eyebrow at me, clearly knowing exactly how strange her answer sounded.

      I smirked. “Is that a question? Because mate, I don’t know, I wasn’t there. I can’t tell you.”

      Another sigh left her. “You have no idea how many times I’ve wanted to have this conversation with someone. But I could never with Lucian, Jasmine, or even Georgina. They’re still grieving, I think. I don’t want to open those wounds with claims that might very well not be true.”

      “You don’t think she’s dead,” I blurted out, suddenly sure. The answer was clear in her eyes.

      “She’s definitely not in Elysium, where warriors go when they die.” She glanced over my shoulder, but I knew she wasn’t looking at anyone or anything other than what she saw in her head.

      “How do you know?” I cocked my head, curious. “Assuming there are only dead warriors there, after all.”

      Her lips pressed together briefly. “Because I’ve gone to look.”

      “You can go to Elysium?”

      Cassandra’s features crinkled. “Sort of. I can go to places in my visions. Like when I took you to see Chronos that first time.” Her hand gripped mine, suddenly insistent. “You can’t tell anyone. Not even Cade. If Lucian ever found out… I’m not sure he’d forgive me for looking, or for not telling him.”

      “I won’t. You’re keeping my secret; I’ll keep yours.”

      “When you saw Melany, were you able to talk to her?”

      I nodded. “Yes, this time it was really clear. I could hear her perfectly and she could hear me. I asked her where she was… the look on her face told me that she was really confused by my question. Like maybe she didn’t know where that was.”

      “Did you see anymore details of the room she was in?” Cassandra leaned back in her chair.

      “Definitely a library of some sort. Old. Like this one. Lots of books in shelves, expensive paintings on the walls. Decadent, kind of, you know what I mean?”

      “Almost sounds like Hades’s Hall.” She rubbed her mouth, shaking her head. “That can’t be possible. We’ve been down there. We went through the Underworld to rescue you, actually. No Melany, no Hades.”

      “Could it be another dimension?” My nose wrinkled while considering it. “I mean, when I took everyone to Chronos’s mountain it wasn’t on this realm of existence.”

      “Could be. I think the only ones who would know for sure would be Thanatos and Hypnos. I’m positive Melany made some kind of deal with both of them. She sacrificed herself to save the rest of us and the Fates.”

      “Okay, so where do I find them?”

      Cassandra snorted. “Well, I know Melany had to see someone die before she was able to talk to Thanatos.”

      My body fell back in the chair, defeated. “Bloody hell, that sucks.” I thought for a moment, there had to be some other way. “What about Hypnos, then? Can I talk to him in my sleep?”

      “Maybe.” The sound of her fingers drumming on the table echoed in the space, her brow furrowing. She was obviously thinking about something. “I might know of another way to talk to Hypnos.”

      “Talk to me, mate. I’m up for anything.”

      “You’d have to go see Hecate. I’m pretty sure they are together.”

      “Hecate, the witch?”

      A smile curved her lips, and she nodded. “Melany brought them back together. It was actually pretty romantic, to be honest.”

      “All right, where do I find her?”

      “In Hades’s Hall. In the Underworld. She took over when Hades… after he…”

      “Died?”

      She nodded.

      “Are we sure he’s dead too, though? Maybe he’s in the same place Melany is.”

      Nodding, Cassandra breathed deeply. “I’d like to think they are together. He did sacrifice himself for her.”

      Smirking, I shook my head. “I find it so hard to imagine Hades as some romantic hero.” I supposed there was something about him. I mean, he kind of had the sexy bad ass, dark and brooding thing going for him. There must’ve been something redeeming about him, or Melany wouldn’t have ever fallen in love with him.

      “Okay, so let’s go.” I bolted up from the chair.

      Cassandra’s brow furrowed with deep lines. “You want me to go with you?”

      “Yes, mate. I mean, I have no idea how to get to the Underworld, and you do.” I gestured to the big books in front of her. “Or you can stay here and read ten thousand pages of text. Which I’m positive will only make your headache worse.”

      She pushed the books away, then stood. “When you put it like that, how could I refuse?”

      “Exactly.”

      Before we could leave, one of the muses—Clio I assumed, since she was the muse of history, although all nine sisters looked exactly alike—told us to put the books back on the shelves where they belonged. Maybe she was the acting librarian for the day. A couple of those books were really heavy, and I nearly dropped one on my foot, but once that was done, we left the Hall of Learning and the academy.

      “So, where to?” I asked Cassandra. “I take it it’s going to be some difficult trip to find a secret door that’s guarded by some fearsome creature that we have to battle, or some shit like that.”

      “Sort of.”

      She couldn’t have been more cryptic, but I didn’t push, knowing she’d tell me eventually or show me. Honestly, I was getting used to crazy stuff just happening. Sometimes you just had to go with the flow, there was no point in fighting it.

      I followed Cassandra into the maze, even more curious about where we were going. For sure, I’d thought the door to the Underworld was going to be in the dark woods surrounding the academy. Maybe at the lake. To my relief, it wasn’t, because then Cassandra would’ve had to carry me there, as I hadn’t made a new set of metal wings yet.

      What was worse, I wasn’t sure Hephaistos was too keen on making another pair for me, considering I lost the last ones he’d helped me make. Part of me thought it had hurt his feelings, not that he’d ever admit to that. Or to having feelings.

      After hitting a dead end and having to back track, we continued through the maze—it must’ve rearranged itself in the past few days—then reached the center and the white gazebo.

      “The door to the Underworld is here?” I was beyond surprised.

      “I know, weird right? But I knew there was some kind of connection to Hades here in the gazebo. This was where Melany first met him. And I don’t think it’s a coincidence that you saw her here.”

      Turning on my heel, I peered into the shadowy parts along the tall hedges. “Where is it?”

      “Can you light the cauldrons?”

      I jumped at that. I loved using my fire abilities. My hand hovered above the first one, and flames instantly formed. Once I had lit the other three, I went to stand beside Cassandra. “Okay, now what?”

      She grabbed my arm and pulled me over a little until we were right between the first two cauldrons. Her finger pointed at the air. “See that shimmer?”

      At first, I didn’t see what she meant, but when I squinted my eyes slightly, a waver appeared in the air. It had a similar appearance to the effect seen when one of my time portals opened.

      “Cool.” Moving toward it, I squinted at the spot to make sure it still shimmered. It did. Then I moved even closer and reached out a hand. The tip of my finger brushed up against something solid. A wooden door. “How did you find this?”

      “By accident, actually. I come here sometimes to just sit and think, and maybe to learn more about Melany. Be closer to her somehow. I saw it, opened it, went down deep into the earth and ran into one of her old friends.”

      “Does Lucian know?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m afraid to tell him. I’m afraid that he’ll come here and think about her the same way I do.”

      There was pain in her eyes, and it made me sad. Seeing Lucian and her together, I knew that he had real feelings for her. I didn’t want to say love, as that would’ve been presumptuous on everyone’s part, but I could see it between them. I knew that look though. Hadn’t I experienced it in some way, watching Cade with Iris all those years ago? It was longing, and I knew how painful it could be.

      “I’ve seen the two of you together. I don’t think you have anything to worry about there.”

      She just nodded.

      I reached over and grabbed her hand, squeezing it. “Thank you for showing me the door. You don’t need to come with, if you don’t want to.”

      “Well, considering you’re going to run into a giant, three-headed puppy, who misses his mistress something awful and likes to bite those he doesn’t know, I should probably go with you. Cerberus knows me. He’ll be better behaved… I hope.”

      “All right. Let’s do it.” Touching the shimmer again, I gripped the metal knob on the door and started to turn it to open.

      “Hello, Nicole and Cassandra. What are you doing? And may I be of service?”

      I whipped my head to find Tinker rolling toward the hidden door, his gear eyes blinking with curiosity.
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      NICOLE

      I yanked my hand out of the shimmer and put it behind my back as if I’d been caught finger painting on the walls of my bedroom, which I did do when I was little. “Tink? What are you doing here?”

      “I am looking for you, Nicole. And I have found you.” He bleeped and blooped, happy about his accomplishment.

      “Why are you looking for me?”

      “Cade asked me to go find you. He was worried about you.” Concern tinged my little creation’s voice.

      My chest tensed as I glanced at Cassandra. “I guess I’ll have to take a rain check on our adventure.”

      “You were going on an adventure?” Tinker asked wistfully.

      I knew he was just a little robot with gears and circuit boards in his head, but I swore that after all the time-jumping we did, he enjoyed it and wanted to do it again.

      “Um, not really,” I lied.

      He blinked at me, and it was almost like he knew I was fibbing and was very disappointed. Or that could’ve just been my own guilt fluttering around in my belly. Guilt for lying to Tinker, which was basically the same thing as lying to Cade.

      Extending my hand toward the cauldrons, I snuffed out the flames with a flick of my fingers. “Okay, let’s head back, Tink. Is Cade waiting in his room?”

      Blink. Blink. Blink. No bleeps this time. No bloops.

      Argh. Guilt. Guilt. Guilt.

      “Yes, he is.” Tinker looked up at me expectantly, clearly eager to take me to Cade.

      A frustrated sigh left me, my plans thwarted by a robot so cute and sweet that it was impossible to be mad at him. “I’ll see you later, Cass.” I glanced at her regretfully.

      She nodded, then opened up her wings and rose into the air.

      For a brief moment, I watched her as she flew away. Envy that she could just fly whenever she wanted filled me to the brim while I walked with Tinker through the maze, and out to the path leading back to the academy. The wings of a Demigod were magnificent, and I couldn’t help but miss my own.

      When we arrived to Cade’s room, I knocked on the closed door. It immediately opened to show him on the other side, and smiling, he ushered us inside. Tinker rolled in, making happy bleeps and bloops, but my guilt was heavy, thick, and greasy as it swirled in my gut.

      Cade leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “Missed you today.”

      Inhaling his scent of metal and skin, I draped my arms around his neck, pulled him in, and kissed him properly, which made his eyes bug out. “I missed you too.”

      His hands slid in around my waist, rough and strong against my skin. “Hmm, we should part more often.”

      I made a face, the slightest bit insulted. “That’s a weird thing to say.”

      “No, I mean, if that’s the greeting I get for not seeing you for a few hours, then…” he sputtered, and my irritation melted, understanding what he’d meant. Plus, he was so damn cute when he was off his game that it made me laugh.

      “I’m just messing with you.” Placing a quick kiss on the tip of his nose, I traced one of his unruly eyebrows with the tip of my finger, then turned and collapsed onto his bed, arms splayed out like I was about to make some snow angels on his soft blanket. “Anyway, we got the kid to worry about.” I gestured to Tinker, who was rolling around in circles in front of the work bench. “Don’t want him to see something he shouldn’t.”

      That made Cade’s cheeks flush, which just made him ten times sexier in my eyes. I knew he was thinking about all the things we could do that we shouldn’t let Tinker see.

      He gestured to the bench instead. “Tink, how about you power down so I can charge your circuits?”

      “Yes, Cade, that does sound like a good idea.” The little robot stopped moving, a few beeps echoing, then a long whirr as he turned off his cognitive systems. Pulling a couple of power cords from the wall, Cade plugged them into various outlets in Tinker’s body.

      With a quirk of his eyebrow, he then plopped down on the bed next to me, his lips curved into a sexy smirk. “You were saying?”

      I rolled over onto my side so I could look at him. I grabbed one of his pillows and smooshed it against my belly and wrapped my arms around it. “How was the planning meeting?”

      “Lucian asked me to lead one of the teams.”

      “You sound so surprised.”

      “I was actually.”

      In all honesty, I wasn’t, so I reached over and grabbed his hand. “I’m not. You’d make a great man in charge. You’re the smartest person in this place.”

      “Intelligence doesn’t always make for a good leader.” He became pensive, his clever brain was clearly running through all the reasons he shouldn’t be in charge.

      The doubts he had about himself spread along in his face, affecting the way he held his head and back. The sight broke my heart. He had so many gifts. So many strengths. He could run this academy for the better, in my opinion. Lucian was a leader for sure, but he was a soldier, a lion on the battlefield. Cade was a diplomat and a tactician. He knew how things worked, and how people did as well. He’d be my choice to be headmaster of the academy if anything ever happened to Prometheus.

      “Who’s in your squad?”

      “Georgina, thankfully.”

      “Oh, I like her. She’s cool, and her arm is truly bad ass.”

      His lips tilted as he smiled. “A guy named Marek and a girl named Jia are also in my group.”

      “What are they like?”

      “Unsure about Marek yet, he seems all right. Jia is tiny but mighty. She kicked my ass during hand-to-hand combat.”

      I chuckled. “Nice. I like her already.”

      Yanking me closer to him, Cade fell onto his side and threw his arm over me, cuddling me tightly. “We’re going through the portal tomorrow. My team will be stationed in Pecunia.”

      “Do you know how long you’ll be gone?” It was just starting to hit me that we were going to be separated again, but this time, it would be on purpose. I kind of didn’t like that. It made a knot of sorrow form in my guts.

      “Not sure. I guess however long it takes for us to figure out exactly what is going on.”

      My eyes lifted to his face, and I studied it, running my finger along his cheek and jaw. He kissed the tip when it reached his mouth.

      “Will you miss me?” I asked but hated it a little. I didn’t want to sound needy.

      “Of course. I miss you right now.”

      My brows furrowed, and I pulled back a bit. “What does that mean? I’m right here.”

      “You’ve been distant. I know something’s up, and I don’t know why you won’t tell me what it is. I’m trying to be chill about it. But obviously, I’m not doing a very good job.” His lips tilted into a little smirk.

      I sighed. “I didn’t want to worry you, Cade.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Too late. Now I’m even more worried.”

      “Argh. Don’t be. It’s not really that serious.”

      “Just tell me, Nic.”

      “Fine.” A defeated breath left me. “I’ve been having flashes of Melany in my head. At first, it was just like dreams or random images, but now I’m like, seeing her.”

      His frown deepened. “Like a ghost?”

      Laughter burst out of me at that, because I hadn’t even really thought about it in that way. Maybe I was seeing her ghost. Maybe that was what this was.

      “Why is that funny?”

      I sucked in my laughter because I could see that it had offended him. “It’s not, not really. Twice now, I’ve opened a portal to, I don’t know… somewhere, and I’ve talked to her.”

      “But she’s dead.”

      “I know.” Sitting up, I scratched my head, where a deep ache bloomed. My ponytail was starting to hurt, so I took off the hair tie and let my hair fall down to my shoulders. I ran my fingers through it, massaging my scalp a little.

      Cade sat up too. “Are you opening a portal to Elysium?”

      “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “Cassandra said that Melany’s not in Elysium. She already looked.”

      “If she’s not there, then…”

      I shrugged. “Exactly.”

      “Why do you think this is happening?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure it means something.”

      “And you actually talked to her?”

      “Yeah. It was really weird. And I don’t think she knows where she is either.”

      Cade’s hands lifted to his face, scrubbing the growing tension. “Wow. That’s…”

      “Right?!” Suddenly, a thought exploded in my head, and I grabbed his shoulders. “Don’t tell Lucian. Or anyone actually. I don’t want to give hope to them. That would be damaging beyond belief, I think, especially if this is all just some glitch in the Matrix.”

      “I won’t say anything.” Taking my hand in his, he squeezed it. “How are you going to figure out what this means?”

      “Well…” I scrunched up my face. “I’m going with Cassandra to the Underworld, to talk to Hypnos. Supposedly, he’s shacked up there with Hecate. I guess they’re lovers or something like that.” The words hurried out of me in one breath, hoping maybe he would not hear some of it, and just accept that I wasn’t going to do something silly and reckless… alone.

      He let out a long sigh, pursed his lips, then nodded. “You make sure you stay safe. Use all your powers. Even your time jumping. You could wield it like you did that time we were practicing with the bows and you stopped everyone, so you could move around them.”

      My heart exploded with emotion, and I smiled at him. Sometimes I wondered what I did to deserve a guy like Cade. He just got me.

      “I thought you might try and talk me out of it.”

      A sexy smirk tilted his lips. “I learned long ago that once you have something lodged in your mind, reasoning with you isn’t possible.”

      “Fancy talk for saying I’m stubborn.” I pushed out my bottom lip.

      His mouth brushed against mine as he leaned into me. “I love your stubbornness.”

      “I love…” I kissed him back, then drew away to look him in the eyes. “You.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I got off the bed for a second, then settled myself down onto his lap, a knee on either side of him. His hands immediately curled around my waist, clutching me there. Cupping his face with my hands, I kissed him again. When I pulled back, I kept his face in my hands and stared into his beautiful eyes.

      “Don’t you dare get hurt out there.”

      “I won’t. It’s just intelligence gathering. We’ll be asking lots of questions, watching the temple for activity, noting down any problems. And that’s about it. Basically, we’ll be glorified temple security guards.”

      In my head, I knew logically that was all the mission would be, but deep in my gut, swirling around like a tornado was something else. A feeling that it wasn’t going to go as smoothly as that. I had felt a lot of tension and anger when we were in Pecunia. The citizens were not happy with the status quo. Discord was being sowed.

      Despite it just being the rumblings of a few mortals, I sensed there was going to be hell to be reaped. The Gods had been in charge for a very long time, and someone, or a lot of someones, were not happy about it. Maybe they thought they needed to change the guard.

      Unfortunately, Cade and his team, and the rest of us, Demigods, were going to be right in the middle of that change.

      When I kissed him again, it was harder, with a bit of desperation seeping into the kiss. He must’ve sensed what I needed, because his hands moved down around the curve of my back end. Cade lifted me up, spun me around, and laid me down on the mattress, his body covering mine.

      Surrendering to him, I wrapped my legs around his waist. I didn’t want to think anymore, just to feel him, and only him, for as long as possible…

      In the morning, he would be off to Pecunia, and I would go down to the Underworld. Something was bound to happen with one or both our missions. Good or bad, I couldn’t rightly say. All I knew was that the world we knew, right here and now, was shifting.
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      CADE

      The next morning, Nicole accompanied us to the cave portal, along with Cassandra. I had wanted to leave her sleeping in my bed—she looked so peaceful, the only time she ever seemed peaceful, to be honest—but she’d insisted.

      The whole thing was so odd, like I was off to war. Part of me wondered if she should clip a piece of her hair, so I could take it with me. I’d mentioned that very thing as we said our goodbyes at the edge of the pool, but she smacked me, scowling.

      “Hell no, I’m not cutting my hair.”

      I laughed. I loved getting a rise out of her and getting to see her more playful side. “It was just a suggestion. Something to remember you by.”

      “Remember this.” Nicole’s arms wrapped around my shoulders, and she crushed her mouth to mine. My hands immediately found her waist, and I pulled her close, wishing that I could just kiss her forever.

      Kissy noises arose from others, though it was all in good fun. “Ewwww, get a room.”

      After a final hug and a lingering press of her forehead against my own, Nicole stepped back. “Stay safe. All of you.” She looked at Georgina, Jasmine, Lucian, and the rest of the teams.

      “You too,” I replied sternly.

      I still wasn’t keen about her going to the Underworld, but she’d survived the Corpse King and nearly getting evaporated. After all that, I knew she was strong enough to handle a giant three-headed dog, and who knew what else that lived in Hades’s Hall. Still, it didn’t mean I liked the thought of her in danger. The rumors I’d heard about the Furies gave me the shivers.

      Lucian was the first into the pool, followed by Jasmine, then the others. Sucking in a deep breath, I jumped in after Ren, and followed him deep into the rushing water to the portal that swirled around, resembling a destructive tornado funnel.

      Just like Nicole, I preferred to go through fire than through water, but I didn’t find it terrifying or anything. I knew it would be safe once I was inside it, and I’d end up coming up for air in a bay in another realm. Still, I wasn’t fond of the way it felt, the heaviness and the icy cold. I would take sparks of fire over this every time.

      Once we were up on the docks, I dried myself while Jasmine helped the others, then Lucian had us separate into our squads. Each was equipped with backpacks full of supplies such as food, extra clothing, and a few weapons, like small knives—because carrying around broad swords and bows would be way too conspicuous. We also took money, which felt weird considering none of us had used money for the last three years, or more.

      Each of the team leaders had one other thing in our backpacks, a scrying lantern that Prometheus gave us so we could communicate with him. We only had to light the wick, spin it, and then we would connect with his lantern to see and hear him. It was actually a kind of clever piece of construction and magic. As far as contacting each other, the first thing we were to do was buy cell phones; it would be less cumbersome than everyone having a bulky lantern of their own.

      Once we arrived in town, we were to find our command center, which in our case, turned out to be a large apartment in the middle of the city. It was owned and maintained by the Gods—Dionysus to be exact, since he often went there for some entertainment—then we would make a plan.

      “Also, no flying,” Lucian ordered before any of us could unfurl our wings. “We need to stay undercover, which means being under the radar.”

      “How are we supposed to get to Pecunia?” I asked. It was a ten-minute flight, but I had no idea how long it would take otherwise.

      “There are cars in the parking lot.”

      “You want us to steal a car?” Georgina sputtered, and I saw a peek of her wings before she tucked them back into her body. “That’s not right.”

      With a chuckle, Lucian shook his head. “Of course not, Gina.” His hand dug into his jacket pocket, pulling out three sets of car keys. He tossed one to me. “You know how to drive, don’t you, Cade?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I had gotten my driver’s license before receiving my Shadowbox to the academy. Back home, in Canada, I used to drive my dad’s pickup truck to high school and back. It would always get really cold there, so we needed a vehicle, especially in winter. Although, I hadn’t driven in what felt like forever. Part of me hoped that it was just like riding a bicycle, and when I got back in a vehicle, it would all come back to me.

      Unfortunately, I could honestly say that didn’t happen when I put the key into the ignition of the blue Toyota YARIS and started it. I had to sit there for a moment, and adjust to the car before I changed gears and got out onto the highway toward Pecunia.

      “Do you want me to drive, Cade?” Marek blurted out from the back seat when the car caught between gears. I was a Demigod, I could fly, I could fight, but clearly, he had little confidence in my ability to maneuver this steel death trap. It was actually pretty funny.

      “No, it’s fine. I got it.” I had gotten us out of the parking lot and onto the highway fairly confidently, and while I did, I thought I might end up having a problem with Marek. He looked at me like I didn’t know what I was doing and had no business being in charge.

      I really hoped he was wrong.

      The drive to Pecunia took about an hour. A relatively short drive, though it seemed like forever compared to how quickly we could have flown. Funny how easily perspectives changed. When we turned off the main road and onto the town square, we passed Zeus’s temple, where the vandalism had taken place. As we did, I saw that they had cleaned it all up, so the white stone and marble looked as pristine as always.

      There were a few worshipers on the steps that led to the main temple, carrying baskets of offerings like figs, bread, and wine. Everything looked nice and normal. No angry mobs lurking around the corners. We all knew, however, that things weren’t always as they seemed.

      I drove into the traffic circle that rounded the park where Melany’s statue stood. As we went around it, Jia opened the window and popped her head out. “Wow. I hadn’t seen it before. I didn’t come to the initial unveiling.”

      “It’s unnerving to look at,” Georgina admitted. “It looks so much like her.”

      “It does,” Marek agreed.

      Coming out of the circle, we passed another street lined with cute shops and restaurants. Soon after, I found the address that Lucian had given me for our hideout, which just happened to be over a pub. So not surprising, considering it was Dionysus’s little hide out away from the academy. I imagined him in the pub, drinking and singing every night.

      After parking, we went around back, up the staircase, and into Dionysus’s place. A fully furnished, two-bedroom apartment with a large sofa, and huge windows overlooking the street. It was actually pretty nice, so it had me wondering if after all of this was done, I should ask Dionysus if Nicole and I could spend a few nights here. Pretend we were just a regular couple on a short holiday.

      It would be pretty magical to be here with her, nothing to do but eat, sleep, and be naked together, instead of fighting monsters to save the world.

      Once we settled in, I got everyone to sit at the dining table so we could discuss the plan. A plan that I hadn’t really devised yet. It was just an inkling of an idea, and I wasn’t completely sure it was a great idea.

      “Okay, so I think one of the first things we need to do is establish comings and goings at the temple. Study the guards’ schedules, and also see who the regulars are there. We could take photos with the cell phones and record the times. Take notes on those who don’t look like they belong there.”

      “Did Lucian say how long we were going to be here?” Marek asked, his gaze drifting over to the big front windows. It was obvious he really didn’t give a crap what I had to say.

      “He didn’t specify. I imagine we’ll be here at least a week so we can establish some patterns. Most people worship at the temple once a week.”

      Marek nodded, but I felt like he wanted to say something. Something told me we were going to have words sooner rather than later.

      “Should we work in shifts?” Georgina asked. “Teams of two would look less conspicuous, don’t you think? Just in case others are watching the temple for similar reasons.”

      “That’s a good idea. We can split up into two couples. Me with Jia and you with Marek.”

      It was hard to pass on the initial urge to pair myself with Georgina, because I liked her and I knew her, but I also knew that I needed her level head and quick thinking on my side. She could handle Marek if there was any problem, which I didn’t think there was between the two of them. They seemed to get along well. They had probably fought together in one of the battles.

      “Jia and I will go to the temple as if to worship and be on the lookout for anything suspicious. Georgina and Marek, you two will mill about in town, go to the shops, and cafes to get a bead on the locals. Listen for any discourse being spread.”

      Marek got to his feet. “At least we’ll get to eat some good food during this pointless mission.”

      “What’s your problem?” I got in his face. “Why did you even bother coming? I’m sure you could’ve told Lucian to find someone else.”

      “It’s pointless. If someone is desecrating the temple, then find them and make sure they never do something like that.”

      “That’s what we are doing here, Marek. The point is we don’t know who the culprits are. We are here to find out who and why. Why being the most important part of this mission. It could be just some stupid kids, or it could be the start of something bigger. Something bad and dangerous. Which is what Prometheus is worried about.”

      He shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Just do your job, okay?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Fine.”

      Georgina patted me on the shoulder. “You’re doing good. Don’t let Marek rattle you. He’s a bit of a know-it-all, but ultimately, he is a good guy who just wants to do the right thing.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” It was the truth, I had to rely on her word because I didn’t know Marek. I did trust her though, so that would have to suffice.

      Once we all left the apartment, Georgina and Marek went one way, while Jia and I went the other. I suggested that we stop to get a bottle of wine to bring with us. I didn’t want to enter empty handed since that would get people’s unwanted attention. We had to come off as a couple here on holiday, just paying our respects to the Gods for good weather and good favor.

      Wine in hand, Jia and I walked across the town square toward Zeus’s temple. When we reached Melany’s statue, she briefly stopped and stared up at it. An odd look spread along her face. It wasn’t one of reverence, like I’d seen on a lot of people as they admired the Dark Angel, but maybe consideration or reflection.

      “Did you know her well?” I asked, curious.

      “Not well, no. We didn’t move in the same circles.”

      I didn’t prod any further, it didn’t seem like she wanted to expand on that cryptic answer.

      We continued on our way, and the closer we got, the more attention I gave to those who were also on their way to the temple, and to those who milled about just outside on the steps. I paid particular attention to any lone males, or those in pairs. Thankfully, I didn’t recognize any of those faces from the small mob that had approached us.

      Jia and I climbed the stone steps and went inside the shrine. It was bustling with all sorts of people, all eager to gain favor from the mightiest of Gods, Zeus. Little did they know that he wasn’t around anymore to grant their wishes. The academy had managed to keep that explosive detail to themselves.

      His marble statue sat on a raised altar in the center of the space, extending to twenty feet tall. There were families setting down homemade meals onto the altar, each touching Zeus’s feet and uttering prayers. Single women, and men, both young and old, set down baskets of breads and pastries while uttering their hopes for the future—maybe for a child or a loved one. I imagined some of them were there in hopes that their son or daughter would receive their Shadowbox at eighteen, to come to the academy.

      We approached the altar, setting the wine down on the white marble near Zeus’s right foot. I draped my arm around Jia shoulders and leaned in closer. “See anyone suspicious—?”

      A sudden scream pierced the air.
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      NICOLE

      Once everyone had jumped into the pool and portal, the churning water swallowing Cade whole, Cassandra and I returned to the gazebo in the maze, ready to open the door to the Underworld.

      Lighting up the cauldrons again, we stood back to find the mesmerizing shimmer in the heat waves radiating from the flames. It took a few minutes, but I could see it plainly. Without hesitation, I reached into the shimmer and touched the door with the palm of my hand.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Cassandra.

      “Yup.” She lifted her shirt to reveal a couple of daggers strapped to her waist. Her expression was grim but determined. “The Furies can be a bit bothersome. Gotta be prepared.”

      I grinned. I liked her more and more every time we got to hang out and do dangerous shit together.

      Gripping the handle firmly, I opened the door, but before I could step through it, my name was called from the edge of the hedge.

      “Nicole! Wait for me!”

      I glanced over to the right to see Tinker wheeling across the grass at top speed toward us.

      Sighing, I shook my head and swallowed the flicker of irritation at the appearance of my little robot. I should’ve guessed that Cade would command Tinker to look out for me. It was both sweet and a bit condescending. As if I couldn’t possibly take care of myself. However, I knew that wasn’t how Cade looked at it. He knew full well what a badass I was, but he just couldn’t seem to help himself.

      The little robot rolled to a stop next to me. He couldn’t breathe, but if he could, he would have sighed with relief that he’d found me. “I apologize for my late arrival. It took me a bit longer than usual to locate you.”

      “It’s fine, Tink.” I patted his dome head. “You’re here now, just in time.”

      Cassandra gave me a concerned look.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be useful.”

      “Yes, I will,” he added eagerly. “My hand can be turned into a screwdriver, a hammer, a wrench, pliers, and even a laser.” He twirled his metal claw around really fast, so much that it was just a blur, then a blue light emanated from it, burning a hole into one of the wooden poles of the gazebo. Curls of black smoke rose in the air.

      “That’s good, Tink!” I shouted to get his attention as he showed off his mad skills. I didn’t want him to burn the whole thing down. “Thank you for the demonstration.”

      “I also have water and snacks.” His front panel popped open to reveal bottles of water and some crisps packets. Cheese and onion, my favorite flavor, of course. I laughed, wondering if adding the distinctly British option had been Cade’s idea or Tinker’s. It didn’t matter, it touched my heart anyway.

      My fingers danced over the smooth metal when I patted his head again. “Thanks, mate. Let’s do this.”

      Cassandra stepped through the doorway first, I made Tinker go next, then I went in last. It was pitch black inside, and moving from the light into absolute darkness was disorienting, so I opened my hand and made a globe of orange fire so we could see. The eerie glow illuminated a very steep stone staircase descending into the earth. A shiver rushed along my spine as a puff of cold, stale air blew up the depths, dry and full of rot.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Smells like the caves we were in before, with the zombies.”

      “Yeah.” Cassandra’s body trembled, and she wrapped her arms around herself. She was a badass with daggers strapped to her waist, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t stepping into her own personal hell. “I was hoping to never smell that again. Brings back too many bad memories.”

      Grasping her shoulder, I squeezed it reassuringly. “You don’t have to come with me. I’m sure I can find my way.”

      “No, I’m fine. Believe me, you’ll want me with you once we get down to the bottom of these stairs.”

      She was probably right, and I was secretly happy that she didn’t take me up on my offer to bail. I was used to doing these things on my own, but I was also finding that I didn’t want that anymore. Having Cassandra with me, made me miss Cade and Pinky less.

      Since I held the light, I walked ahead of them. Cassandra came behind me, a hand pressed to one of her secreted daggers while Tinker followed, switching out his wheels for his tractor glide. He had night vision, so he didn’t need any light to find his way down the deep stone steps.

      I counted the steps under my breath as we moved downward, but stopped after I reached one hundred. The deeper we went, the colder and earthier it got. Vines and tree roots snaked out from between stone blocks. Dry flakes of dirt peppered each of the stairs, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if the next step I took had landed on hard packed soil instead of rock.

      After about twenty minutes, I finally hit the last stair and walked out into a vast cavern that, when I held out my hand with the ball of fire, looked like it spanned miles. It probably did. I imagined the Underworld was infinite. A never-ending swath of potential horrors.

      The last time I was down here, was when we took a boat on the river Styx with the skeletal Charon. That had been frightening, but this was worse. It was probably because I didn’t know what was going to be ahead of us, what, or who we were going to run into, and it was just the three of us, not a small army like back then. I missed having Cade beside me. He was most definitely a source of strength for me, and I was just starting to realize that.

      “Okay, now where?” I motioned to Cassandra to point us in the right direction, the orange light I’d created glimmering as I moved.

      “If we keep walking, we should run into it.” She swallowed thickly, and I knew she wasn’t any more eager than I was to move onward.

      “Run into what?”

      “Hades’s Hall. It won’t be hard to miss, as it’s a huge metal door in a dank dark cave near the river.”

      “Awesome.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “Oh, and I’m sure we’ll run into Cerberus long before we reach the door. We’ll need him to cross the river.”

      That didn’t make me feel any better, but I was sure it wasn’t meant to be reassuring.

      As we walked together, side by side this time—Tinker prattled on with facts about the Underworld and its inhabitants, including Cerberus. That was not helpful, but he seemed to need to do it. I wondered if it was because he, too, was nervous.

      Could robots get nervous?

      I thought that this one most definitely could—it became increasingly obvious with how bleak and lifeless this place was. What little life we did encounter was low, scraggily scrub on the ground, and that was about it. There was no sound of any creatures, no chirping of cicadas or scuttling of beetles, no trilling of birds or grunts made by rodents on the ground. The very air felt lifeless, as if there were no water molecules in the air. It was so dry, my skin felt like it was actually cracking, pulling so tightly around my flesh that it couldn’t contain it without splitting open.

      Looking around at the bleak surroundings, I started to think about Melany again.

      “Why would anyone purposely want to be the ruler of all this?” Honestly, I didn’t understand what the Underworld had to offer anyone.

      “I think Melany saw the beauty of the darkness. She wasn’t afraid of it.”

      “Yeah, I suppose. I hope the hall is not like this.”

      Cassandra chuckled. “Oh, it isn’t. Hades liked opulence and comfort. And heat.” She rubbed at her arms.

      Calling my fire to the surface of my skin, I threw an arm around her shoulders, to warm her.

      “Thanks.”

      “No worries. You saved my life once, it’s the least I can do for you.” My lips curved into a cheeky grin, which she returned.

      Up ahead, just slightly past the glow radius of my fire ball, I could make out the edge of the river. We were getting close. As if to make that abundantly clear, a series of thuds echoed across the earth toward us. The sounds neared, and the ground began to shake beneath our feet.

      I tried to trick my brain into thinking it was just an earthquake, nothing serious, but I knew in my gut what the thunderous sounds meant. Along the opposite riverbank, a dark shadow grew, flowing directly toward us.

      Except it wasn’t a shadow. It was a giant, three-headed devil hound with six glowing red eyes.

      “Oh crap,” Cassandra blurted. “I forgot how big he is.”

      “Big” was too silly a word for something as colossal and terrifying as the beast that leapt into the deep river, the water just skimming his underbelly while it approached us. Three low rumbles emanated from his mouths.

      “Cerberus! It’s me, Cassandra. Remember me? I’m a friend of Melany’s.”

      The rumbles turned to loud, scary growls when Cerberus lowered his three large, car-sized heads, and bared three sets of razor-sharp teeth. A line of drool escaped the center, gaping maw, and nearly hit me on top of my head. Gross.

      “I don’t think he remembers you.”

      “Cerberus! I’m Melany’s friend.”

      I glanced at Tinker. “Grab my arm.” He did. “Grab my arm or shoulder, anything,” I shouted at Cassandra. “I don’t care where. Just grab me! Now!”

      The second she wrapped a hand over my right shoulder, I snapped my fingers.

      Time stopped and everything in it, except for us. Good thing because Cerberus’s teeth were mere inches from both Cassandra and me. One more minute and we would’ve both been puppy chow.

      Cassandra’s eyes bugged out, her neck craning to find the tip of a fang just about to graze the top of her head. “Holy crap.”

      A whole slew of bleeps and bloops escaped Tinker, like he was letting out a long string of curses.

      She turned to gape at me. “I didn’t know you could do this.”

      “It’s one of my fun party favors.”

      “This is… wow.”

      “Well, now we need to move quickly because I don’t really know how long it’s going to last.” I looked up at the giant beast in the still water. “How did we need him to get to the hall?”

      “We can’t cross the river, not with any of our powers. I can’t even fly over it. It’s impassable.”

      My eyes narrowed. “But he could’ve carried us over?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, well, I guess we use him as a bridge now.”

      Her eyes bugged out even more. Tinker’s bleep bleep, bloops echoed around us, which was kind of comical, considering, and it made me laugh.

      “Maybe you should stay here, Tink. I’m not sure if I can carry you and balance myself at the same time.”

      “I wish to go with you, Nicole.” His little claw hands opened and closed on repeat.

      “Are you afraid?”

      “Of course I am not afraid. I cannot feel fear.”

      Except, I was pretty sure he was experiencing it all the same. I couldn’t leave him alone. That would’ve been cruel.

      “Okay, we’ll figure it out.”

      The “figuring it out” was that I climbed onto one of the beast’s heads, then Cassandra lifted Tinker toward me. Grabbing him, I set him onto Cerberus’s neck—he was heavy, but thankfully, we both possessed superior strength. “Can you roll over him from here without falling?”

      “Yes. No problem, Nicole.” Tinker’s arms shot out ahead of him, all the way to the beast’s hind quarters, his little claw hands clamped onto its flesh, and he slowly rolled himself forward. There was no way he could fall with those secure lines. Made me wish I could do the same thing.

      While I started walking along the back of the fabled Cerberus, Cassandra followed me closely. I swore I held my breath until I reached the tail. When we got there, I looked out over to the other side of the river. It wasn’t far, so I figured it could be easily jumped.

      “Tink, could you shoot yourself onto the shore?”

      He made a few beeps, and I wondered if he was calculating the odds of his success. “Yes. I will reach with my arms like I did to cross the dog’s back, and I should be able to hold up my body weight to get across.”

      “Okay, let me go across first, then I can make sure to catch you.”

      “Thank you, Nicole.”

      His metal arms shot out like before, clamped onto the dirt on the shoreline, and he began revving up. Backing up a bit, I took off running, leaping off Cerberus’s ass. I landed on the other side without a wobble. Immediately after, Tinker shot himself across the frozen river. He made it without even needing my help.

      Cassandra jumped last. And it wasn’t a moment too soon, because I could see time and space starting to wiggle in front of me. It wouldn’t be long before Cerberus unfroze, figured out where we went and chased after us.
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      I whipped around to see who had screamed and spotted a young woman in the corner, not much older than Jia and me. Her hands lifted toward her face, dripping with something red. There were a couple of round crimson marks blooming on her shirt, but I didn’t think they were gunshots. I was pretty sure it was paint. I could smell it in the air.

      That was confirmed when two men dressed in black stopped across from her, carrying what looked like semiautomatic rifles. Turning, they shot other people nearby.

      “Stop worshipping the false Gods!” one of the thugs yelled at the crowd. Arrogance was painted over his face, so certain was he of his righteousness.

      The red paintball hit an older man in the face, splattering all over his skin while his wife got hit in the neck. Both of them cried out, probably both out of fear and pain—that had to hurt. I’d been shot by paint pellets before and it did sting, especially in a spot not padded with muscle or fat.

      This just wasn’t right. I couldn’t believe these thugs were shooting innocent people, even with paintballs.

      “Next time, these will be real bullets!”

      Across the hall, another two “gunmen” burst into the space, shooting at more people. The chaos and confusion about what was going on caused a stampede out of the temple. I saw an older woman get shoved to the side and feared the worst.

      There had been enough mass shootings in the world that the sound of a gun, any gun, in a public space would strike terror into the heart of anyone with a lick of common sense. Even more, I knew first hand what a group of scared people trying to escape looked like. I saw it back in Lycaon’s city-state. People were going to get seriously hurt if something wasn’t done.

      Where the hell were the security guards? Shouldn’t they be stopping this?

      Then I remembered that the last vandalism attack at this temple may have been an inside job. Someone on the security detail here had a problem with the Gods.

      “We need to do something,” I told Jia. “We need to keep our true selves under cover, but that doesn’t mean we can’t shut these guys down.”

      “You take those; I’ll take the others,” she replied, and even before I moved toward the closest thugs, Jia turned and went after the other two in the far side of the temple.

      When they saw me coming, one of them fired a few shots at my chest, probably thinking I would be deterred and wouldn’t want to get involved in whatever it was they were doing. Of course, he’d be wrong on that point. I very much wanted to get involved.

      “Stop right there, Son. You don’t want to get hurt,” the one who shot at me warned. He looked like he was in his forties, with a bit of a beer gut and a scruff on his face. His appearance was that of an average guy, who probably worked some labor-intensive job, was married and had kids. On any other day, I'd imagine him to be a good man, but today he was a problem—drunk on the feeling of belonging to a group of people smarter than everyone else.

      “I’m not your son. Why are you doing this?” I asked, moving even closer to him.

      He wouldn’t be able to hurt me, not with some stupid paint gun. He had probably fifty pounds on me, and a couple of inches in height, but he still wouldn’t be a match for me in hand-to-hand combat. Little did he know, I was the one who had to consider how not to hurt him if it came down to a fight.

      “The Gods have been lying and manipulating us for years. It’s time they are toppled from their altars.” To prove his point, I guessed, he took aim at Zeus’s statue and fired five shots onto the alabaster stone. Red explosions stained Zeus’s pristine form, from his head down to his gut.

      The urge to inform the man that Zeus no longer existed coursed through me, but I had to tamp it down. This uprising—I figured this was as good a confirmation as we were going to get—was about all the Gods and not just Zeus. There was no point on telling him. Firstly, I didn’t think it would matter to him, and secondly, I needed to find out more about what he and the others were trying to do, and how they were going to proceed. This didn’t feel like an isolated incident.

      “That may be true,” I conceded, trying to placate him first, “but what you’re doing to these innocent people isn’t helping.”

      “They aren’t innocent. They’re helping the Gods by coming here and making their stupid offers. That’s how the Gods gain their power.”

      The way he licked his lips, his gaze never meeting mine, told me he was nervous. It made me wonder if he even truly meant what he was saying. There was some doubt there. Maybe it was enough for me to play on, and get more information.

      Before I could get the chance though, his buddy came at me from the right, jamming the barrel of his air rifle into my side. “Back the fuck up man, or I will hurt you.”

      I took that moment to do a quick check over my shoulder to see where Jia was and how she was faring. The temple interior was pretty much empty, save for me, the two men I was dealing with, and Jia, who was slowly making her way toward me. What she did to the other assailants wasn’t clear, but there was no sign of them now. Maybe they had run.

      “Can’t do much with this.” Gripping the end of his rifle, I shoved him backward. It took him off guard, and he didn’t like that. He didn’t appreciate the obvious strength he felt in my light shove, either.

      His face reddened, and he lifted his black military shirt to reveal a blade fastened to his belt. “I’ll give you a second chance, boy. But you won’t get a third.”

      “Steve, what the hell?” the other thug sputtered at his partner. “Mark told us not to bring real weapons…”

      “Shut up!” his partner shouted, his face getting redder by the second. Setting one hand on the hilt of his knife, but before he could pull it out, Jia came charging from behind him—she was really quick, probably faster than either men had ever seen. Her hands gripped his shoulders, and she flipped him onto his back. He didn’t stand a chance once she pressed her foot onto his neck, effectively cutting off his air supply.

      I gave her a warning look, and she lessened the pressure not to kill, but just render him unconscious. Jia shrugged at me, unconcerned.

      The man I’d been talking to, glanced from her to me. “You’re those Demigods. The kids indoctrinated into that academy.”

      “We’re not kids,” I rebutted. “And we haven’t been brainwashed like you.”

      Panicking, he turned to make a run for the exit, except I couldn’t let him go. He had information we needed, and I didn’t think it would take too much to get it out of him.

      My wings swiftly unfurled, and I shot toward him, grabbing him under the arms and lifting him into the air.

      “Let me go!” he shouted, kicking his feet to get free. The sounds coming out of his mouth became an inhuman shriek when I flew him higher, until we hovered above the statue of Zeus.

      If I dropped him now, he’d definitely break something. To be honest, I was irritated with his little display of false power, so I wasn’t sure I cared anymore. Thankfully for him, he quickly realized that, and stopped struggling.

      Below us, Jia nudged the guy on the ground with her shoe, none too gently. “What should we do with him?”

      “We could Scooby Doo him and tie him up to leave for the police.” I grinned down at her when the man sputtered in my grasp.

      She chuckled. “I like that. Scooby Doo him.”

      The sound of sirens filled the hall, telling me we were too late to tie him up. Damn. I’d always wanted to do that Scooby Doo thing.

      “Leave him.”

      She did.

      “Can you play a victim? Stay and tell the police everything that happened?”

      After nodding, she rolled her shoulders to make sure her wings were tucked in all the way. “What are you going to do?”

      “Take this guy out somewhere to ask him some questions. He has answers we need.”

      “Okay. Go. I’ll see you back at the apartment.”

      Flying higher, I went out through the opening in the roof. All temples had those skylights, so that the Gods could send down their blessings. Thankfully, no one was looking up, all their attention was on the ground, on the vandalised shrine and those who had been attacked, so I carried the guy over the buildings.

      “You might as well drop me, I’m not going to tell you anything,” he challenged, his voice a bit shaky while I flew us across town and out toward an abandoned field. It looked like the same one where the others and I battled Lycaon’s undead army. I couldn’t fly all the way back to the apartment. It would draw too much attention, so this had to do.

      The moment we touched down, he made a run for it through the tall grass. I lifted back into the air, then landed in front of him. “You can’t outrun me. I can fly faster than a car can drive.”

      Not listening to me, he tried again. Shaking my head, I shot up into the air like a bullet and came right back down the same way, landing a mere few feet in front of him. He had to put on the brakes or plow right into me. The momentum sent him sprawling, and he crashed on his knees on the dirt.

      Before he could scramble back to his feet, which I could tell was his intention, I extended a hand toward the grass surrounding us. Flames instantly shot out, growing tall as they whipped around in a complete circle, until we were enclosed inside a ring of fire.

      His eyes bugged out, and his breath becoming hard and fast. The fear was clear on his face. Everyone was afraid of fire.

      Giving up, he sat down and closed his eyes. “What do you want from me?”

      “What was the purpose of your actions today?”

      He shrugged. “To scare people, I guess.”

      “To stop them from coming to the temple?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, then what? What was the next move? Because I know this is about more than a few temples around the area.”

      “I don’t know. I’m not privy to that information.”

      “What’s the main goal? Why did you sign up for this?”

      His hand rubbed the stubble on his chin before his head hung. “To stop the recruitment of our children.” When he lifted his head again, his gaze bore into mine. “To stop my kids and all the others from becoming something like you.”
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      NICOLE

      “I’m pretty sure we’re going to have to run.”

      There was another shimmer and vibration of the air around Cerberus, like he was somehow fighting my time hold, or this place was. Maybe it was just me. The time freezing wasn’t going to last much longer, and I hated that I didn’t have complete control over it by now.

      Turning all the way around, Cassandra pointed toward the dark gaping maw of a cave behind us. It looked like a mouth, with sharp daggers of rock for teeth. “That way.”

      I sprinted toward the entrance while Cassandra followed my lead. Tinker swiftly came with us and we entered the belly of the stone beast. The cave was even darker than the world outside it, so I created another ball of fire, tossing it ahead of us to light our way. The orange glow flickered along the craggy cave walls, as we ran toward what I assumed would be the door to Hades’s Hall.

      It wasn’t long before I heard the sputtering rush of the great river. Time had restarted. Three loud growls came from the same direction, soon turning into mewls. The giant hound was probably confused as to where we had gone. It wouldn’t take long before he figured out that we’d tricked him, crossed the river, and we were now on the way to the door.

      The muscles in my legs strained when I picked up my pace. I knew I’d have a few aches and pains when this was all over and we were back at the academy, even though running was my specialty. Nothing one of Chiron’s healing salves wouldn’t take care of though, so I pushed even harder.

      The light from my orange fire ball was waning, so I made another one and tossed it ahead of us again. This time it hit something. Something hard and metallic by the sound of it; sparks spread out of it. It had to be the door. We were almost there, but what if we knocked and no one answered? I hadn’t considered that before now.

      “Are you sure Hecate is down here?” I was ever so slightly winded, which was saying something.

      “I’m positive.” Cassandra’s hand strayed to her daggers again as she ran.

      The doors became visible for the first time, looming in the near distance—and as black as the rocks surrounding them. Relief surged through me at seeing them, but it was quickly cut off when a thunderous bark echoed through the cave. Cerberus was hot on our heels.

      I increased the speed for the last few feet, and the second I reached the doors, I started banging on them. “Hello! We need to speak to Hecate!”

      Cassandra also knocked on it. “It’s Cassandra, please let us in!”

      Another bark and growl came from the shadows behind us, and I swore I could almost feel the hound’s breath on the back of my neck. The stench of it invaded my nose with rotting meat, brimstone, and thousands of years of skipped tooth brushing was overwhelming. I nearly retched. Cerberus would soon be upon us, and I wasn’t sure if I could stop time a second time.

      Thankfully, a loud clank reverberated, then the metal doors swung open. A skeletal figure in a black hood stood in the entranceway. It was Charon.

      “I’m Cassandra.” She took a step forward, voice urgent. “I was a friend of Melany’s. Do you remember?”

      “I know you.” His raspy voice confirmed before his hooded skull slowly turned toward me. “I do not know you.”

      “My name’s Nicole…” Another growl echoed through the cave, making me flinch. “I’m sure we can get to know each other better inside.” I took a step forward, but his bony fingers came up and I bounced up against an invisible shield, hitting my nose rather harshly.

      “Bloody hell.” I rubbed at it, tears welling in my eyes from the sharp pain. “What is it about the nose?”

      Tinker pressed against my leg, a series of concerned bleeps and bloops bursting out of him.

      Charon’s skull dropped down toward the little robot, the sounds catching his attention. “What is that?”

      “That’s Tinker. I made him.” I placed a hand on the little guy’s head protectively, but Charon seemed genuinely curious rather than predatory.

      “We have a serving robot here, but not like that one.” The interest was strong in his raspy, harsh words.

      “I’ll make you one just like him, if you let us in.” A promise I could keep, but only if I was alive to do it.

      “You may enter,” he finally conceded, still looking at Tinker—much the way a person couldn’t look away from an incredibly cute puppy.

      Cautious that I wasn’t going to smack my face against something again, I slowly took a step forward, leading with my shoulder instead of my throbbing nose. Nothing impeded my advance, and I was able to fully walk into the hall. Cassandra came right after, followed by Tinker, who rolled up from behind me, staying very close to my side. I was thankful for that; I needed his comfort as much as he needed mine.

      I whipped around just as Cerberus’s three large heads came into view—mouths open, and his rotten green saliva dripping from between long jagged fangs. With a wave of Charon’s hand, the doors swung shut right before the beast could come bursting into the hall.

      A thunderous thud sounded against the metal doors, but right after, three very pitiful whines echoed. Cerberus was not an incredibly cute puppy, and I wanted to get the hell away from him.

      Panting hard, I braced a hand against the marble wall to catch my breath. Also, to calm my heart, which still thudded like a hammer against my ribs. After being around Gods and Demigods, and strange beasts for years, you’d think nothing else could scare me. Well, that would be so very wrong. Cerberus was bloody frightening.

      To think that Melany had tamed that beast, riding him into battle like a valiant steed boggled my mind.

      As I tried to regain my composure, I took that reprieve to survey the hall. Cassandra had been right about it being opulent. The black-and-white tiles gleamed under my feet, as if they were made of glass. Soft orange light emanated from the walls, where flames flickered from a foot wide slit near the bottom of the wall. There was no furniture in the foyer, nothing to welcome visitors, which I found very cold and bleak despite the warm fire light.

      I supposed one person’s palace was another’s prison.

      “Now,” Charon rasped, the sound strange coming from bones with no flesh covering them, “what do you want?”

      “We wish to speak with Hecate,” I replied, pushing away from the wall, finally feeling a little less unnerved and off balance.

      “Why do you wish to speak to—”

      “Charon, I can speak for myself.”

      Just past the skeletal man, was a darkly ethereal woman with long black hair and pale skin, standing in the middle of the hall. She was dressed in a form-fitting black dress that pooled around her on the floor, so long that I didn’t see how she could walk, but maybe the answer was that she just didn’t. I hadn’t seen where she came from, she was just suddenly there.

      “Fetch us some tea,” she said to him. “We’ll take it in the library.”

      With a curt nod, Charon literally floated away. A door along one wall opened for him, and he disappeared through it.

      She gestured toward an open doorway at the very end of the hall, on the right. Politely, she waited for us to enter, then followed us. As I passed her, I had the distinct sense that she glowered at me, although her face had been turned away. A shiver rushed down my back at the sensation. Weird.

      “Please, sit.” Her hand motioned toward the ornate, velvet-covered chairs around the large fireplace at the end of the room. A fire had been lit. It crackled and snapped when I settled into the nearest chair.

      Once we were all seated, Charon appeared with a tray that held a prettily painted, and delicate tea pot with three cups. While he poured the hot brown liquid into a cup, and handed it to me, pangs of missing home stabbed me in the belly.

      “Milk?” he asked, his voice as crumbly as the ash in the fireplace. Nodding, I watched him pour a small amount into my cup, then handed me a spoon. It was all very polite and civilized. It was very strange to think I was sitting in Hades’s old library, having tea with a powerful witch, and being served by a skeleton.

      I sipped the tea, sighing with how good it tasted. I hadn’t been able to get a good cuppa since leaving London. “Oh, that’s nice. Thank you.”

      Hecate stared at me over the rim of her cup as she drank. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Nicole Walker. I used to be at the academy years ago, before Zeus ripped out my memories and abandoned me on the streets of London.” I was surprised that I had blurted out all that. Obviously, I was still bitter and dealing with the trauma. Who knew?

      A knowing gleam entered her eyes; she nodded. “You’re the girl who can move through time.”

      “Yes.”

      “What can I help you with?”

      My attention shifted to Cassandra, hoping she could jump in since she knew the witch and the God of Sleep while I didn’t. “We were hoping to speak with Hypnos.”

      “Why?” Hecate’s voice hardened a little. Before, it had been sort of musical, but now it sounded harsh and cold.

      “I need to ask him about Melany,” I admitted.

      Her brow furrowed. “Melany? She’s gone.”

      “I know, but…” I wasn’t sure what to divulge about what was happening to me. I had only told Cassandra and Cade, so I didn’t want to tell someone I didn’t even know or trust.

      “You don’t believe she’s really gone,” the witch concluded.

      I scrunched up my face. “Well, I didn’t say that.”

      “You’re not the first person to come asking.” Hecate set her teacup down, her head tilting to eye Cassandra. “Lucian was down here a few times too, looking for answers.”

      Well, that was cruel. Something told me Hecate was a bit of a bitch and got off on it.

      “I know,” Cassandra casually replied. “He told me. We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

      A snide smile curved Hecate’s lips. “How refreshing.”

      I cleared my throat. “Can we speak with Hypnos or not?”

      “Of course, but you’ll have to stay the night. Hypnos will only speak to you in your dreams. I’ve had Charon already make up the guest rooms for you.” She stood. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I frowned. “But it’s not night, and I’m not tired.”

      That snide smile returned as she folded her hands primly at her waist. “Aren’t you?”

      Then it hit me like a tidal wave. I yawned, barely able to keep my eyes open. It was hard to remember a time when I’d been so tired in my life. Realization floated over me, and I glanced down at the tea in the cup I was still holding. She had drugged us.

      I looked over at Cassandra, seeing she’d dropped her cup onto the floor, the last bit of her tea spilling out onto the fur rug.

      “Charon, will show you to your rooms.”

      Like magic, the hooded butler appeared in front of us. Of course, I knew it wasn’t exactly magic, but likely that he traveled through the shadows, like all of the dark-leaning Gods and Demigods did. Despite my urge to fight back, I got to my feet, following him out of the library and down the hall without complaint. A floaty feeling captured me whole until I just wanted to lie down on something soft and close my eyes.

      Charon opened a door for me and I went inside. The bedroom was huge and done in rich, deep tones of red, black, and burgundy. The bed was large with a four-poster canopy. It looked like a princess’s bed. As I laid down on the thick, pillowy mattress, I realized that this had been Melany’s room. Even though I’d never known her, I could feel her presence nonetheless.

      After a big stretch, I pulled the soft blanket up over my body, and closed my eyes. It was mere seconds before I fell asleep and went tumbling into a sea of darkness.
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      CADE

      Hatred spilled from the man’s eyes as he glared at me, but I also heard the slight reservation in his voice when he spoke. He wasn’t one hundred percent on board with their mission or line of reasoning. There was doubt there, and that was something I could hopefully exploit.

      I folded in my wings, so I didn’t appear so imposing to him. “I didn’t become a Demigod just by being at the academy. They don’t ‘make’ you into one. You can’t be indoctrinated. A person has to have Gods’ blood in them to start with, to even receive a Shadowbox on their birthday.”

      “Shadowboxes are sent to children whose families give the most to the temples.” His voice wavered, clearly questioning it.

      “That’s not true at all. My family didn’t worship much to the Gods. Maybe during one of the special celebrations, or solstices. I never really believed in the Gods myself, and I got my Shadowbox on my eighteenth birthday.” I paused for a moment, gauging his expression. “Also, by your logic, all your children would be safe from being chosen. Since you hate the Gods so much, I’m assuming you never give them any offerings. So there you go, all fixed.”

      He glared at me some more but didn’t respond. I supposed it was wishful thinking that he was actually considering my words.

      “You’ve been told a lot of lies,” the man finally retorted with a shake of his head, and I felt a surge of frustration.

      How could he not see what was so clearly right in front of him?

      “Evidently, so have you.”

      Sighing, he scrubbed his chin again, and looked around at the ring of fire. “Are you going to kill me?”

      His blunt question took me off guard, and I made a face. “No. Of course I’m not going to kill you.”

      “Then, what?” Slowly, he got to his feet. “Keep me in this field forever.”

      “I will let you go, but only if you tell me who is behind these attacks, and what the end goal is.” I tried to keep my voice leveled, non-threatening.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he shook his head again. “I told you, I don’t know the end goal. I’m not in the inner circle.”

      I didn’t think he realized how much information he was giving me. Thanks to him, I now knew that these attacks were organized by a small group, and there was a hierarchy. A hierarchy indicated there were ranks, which meant there was some semblance of an army. Or at least, the beginnings of one.

      Slowly, I raised my hand toward the flames and snuffed them. I needed to show some good faith to this guy. Maybe get him to trust that I would stay true to my word and let him go, if he gave me the information I needed.

      “I heard you say the name Mark while in the temple. Is that who’s calling the shots? Do you have a last name for him?”

      He flinched when I mentioned Mark. Obviously, he was someone in charge. The main man in their operation? That I didn’t know, but it was at least some kind of lead to follow.

      “I’m not going to say anything else.” His chin jutted out stubbornly.

      “What’s your name?” I made a point of looking him in the eye.

      For a long moment, he just looked at me, but didn’t answer.

      “I’m Cade.” I offered him my hand.

      He still didn’t say anything, and certainly didn’t shake my hand, but at least he didn’t sneer at it or spit on me.

      “There’s no reason we need to be enemies. I don’t always agree with what the Gods do or don’t do. They aren’t all honest and noble. I know that from experience.” Briefly, I toyed with the notion of telling him about Zeus’s demise as well as Aphrodite’s and Ares’s. Maybe if he knew that the worst of them were gone…

      “My name is Tom.”

      “Good to know you, Tom.”

      After a brief hesitation, he did take my hand that time.

      “I want you to know that you can walk away right now and go back to your family. You haven’t gone too far, just some vandalism and foolish paintball prank. It doesn’t have to go any further for you.”

      The change in his expression told me he was considering my words. Maybe he was thinking about his family. I hoped he was. Maybe we could end this without any more trouble.

      “I do want you to know though, Tom, that if you decide after leaving here today that you are going to continue to be involved with whatever is brewing, you’ll be putting innocent people at risk. The danger is real. You may be building an army, and maybe you have some good numbers, but it won’t be enough. We are Demigods. We have been training for years to fight these battles. And our weapons aren’t only swords and spears…”

      Unsheathing the dagger at my belt, I spun it around on the back of my hand, flipping it between my fingers so fast that it became a blur.

      “We wield fire, water, earth, rock, steel, and the shadows themselves. We were trained to fight Titans as big as mountains; an army of mortals is inconsequential.”

      His swallow was audible, and he licked his lips. “Then why are you here? Why are you bothering with me if I’m not a threat? And why should I trust that you care about us any more than we humans care about bugs, if we’re so inconsequential?”

      “Because we, Demigods, are still part human. Our families and the people we love are here. I don’t want to see you, any of you, get hurt. We train at the academy to protect this world from all threats, and that includes protecting them from you and your misguided army.”

      Dread flickered in his eyes as he shook his head, running a hand through his hair. I was getting to him. He was listening. “Shit. I hate this. Carmen told me to stay out of it.”

      “Is Carmen your wife?”

      He nodded.

      “Then listen to her.” In all honesty, I didn’t think there was anything else I could say to the guy. I just hoped it was enough for him to change his mind about what he was getting involved in before it was too late. “I can fly you back to town…”

      “No, I’ll walk if its all the same to you.” He almost shouted it, and it took everything I had to hold back my grin. I loved flying, loved being in the air, spreading my wings, but clearly Tom hadn’t been too keen on his little taste of it—when I dangled him in the air over the statue of Zeus.

      “Yup, suit yourself.”

      Just as Tom gave me a curt nod, and turned to start walking back to town, the sound of a revving engine filled the field. I spun around to see an SUV barrelling across the tall grass toward us. I suspected it was probably full of Tom’s buddies. Someone must’ve seen me lift him out of the temple and they tracked us here.

      Tom cursed, then started to run. Away from it, not toward it. That told me those in the SUV might not be as willing to listen to reason as my friend here had, and they might be armed with more than paintball guns.

      My wings spread out, and I rose into the air. Tom hadn’t gotten too far, so I swooped toward him, picking him up under his arms again. His instinct was to struggle.

      “Don’t move. I can get us out of here quicker than they can drive.”

      When he stopped squirming, to let me do my thing, I shot higher into the sky. The extra weight of carrying someone caused some drag, so I wasn’t as fast as I could’ve been. Before I could course correct and get us out of there, the window on the passenger side rolled down and the barrel of a rifle poke out.

      At first, I thought they were going to shoot us with more paint pellets, which would be annoying as hell but an inconvenience at most, but the sound the rifle made—a thunderous echoing pop—shook me to the core. It wasn’t a paint pellet what pierced Tom’s gut and exploded out his back.

      They had shot one of their own. Shot him clean through, to get to me. Like he was entirely disposable, or he wasn’t a being in his own right. The warm spray of blood and gore that splattered onto my pants made my stomach roil. I had to fight back the urge to retch as Tom sagged in my hands. Looking down, I saw the crimson trail he was leaving as I flew him, us, across the field and away from the SUV as quickly as I could.

      Another ringing shot came from the vehicle and I felt the bullet whizz by me, just missing my arm. I veered to the left, hoping they couldn’t steer the SUV that fast. Despite my strength, carrying Tom was getting harder and harder by the second. I wasn’t sure if I could make it back to town with him. I had to try though, maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe Georgina could heal him.

      I risked a peek over my shoulder to see where the vehicle was, and that was a huge mistake.

      I felt the bullet before I heard it.

      At first, it was like getting punched in the flank with a large mallet, then a rush of heat shot up my spine and the pain set in. A bone deep throb that pulsed in time with every beat of my heart. I knew it was because of the blood rushing out of me.

      I couldn’t hold onto Tom any longer. I didn’t have the strength to carry him and to fly. Not now that I’d been shot. Blood loss was making my head swim. Soon, my eyesight would fade, and I wouldn’t be able to stay airborne. Time was ticking, I needed to get back to town and find Georgina so could heal me.

      I tried to find a better hold on him, but every second in the air was more energy spent. Slowly, I was descending toward the ground. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to flap my right wing. If I wanted to live and see Nicole again, I had to make a decision immediately.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, then released my grip on Tom.

      While his body fell to the ground, I was able to fly up higher, away from the SUV and out of range from another bullet. The vehicle came to a stop near Tom’s body. All doors opened, and four men dressed in black jumped out of it. Part of me wondered if one of those men was named Mark.

      As I flew, I clamped a hand over my wound, hoping to stem the blood. It didn’t really work, as it continued soaking the waistband of my pants. The tops of buildings suddenly became visible, downtown Pecunia, so I started to descend. The last thing I wanted was for a bunch of people to see a flying Demigod overhead dripping blood all over their heads.

      I dropped down and landed behind some buildings that I recognized were about two blocks from where we were staying. Folding my wings, I started walking toward the apartment. Every so often, I had to stop, leaning up against a wall to catch my breath. Sweat slicked my face and body, and I was seeing black spots in my eyes.

      Thankfully, I reached our building and climbed the stairs to the apartment door. When I got to the top, I was out of breath, dizzy. I fell against the door, not enough strength left in me to even turn the knob. Mercifully, the door opened, and I collapsed onto Georgina’s feet. I blinked up at her and winced.

      “I’ve been shot… I think I’m dying.”

      Those were my last words before I passed out cold.
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      NICOLE

      Once again, I stood in the time garden—or at least, that’s what I called the beautiful, lush garden, with the sun dial that Cade and I had constructed, and he had installed with Hephaistos. It had been my happy place after I returned to the academy. The place where I could find peace and solace. Where I could just be myself, and not have so many people judging me for what I could and couldn’t do, could and couldn’t be. It was here that Cade and I started hanging out together…

      And where I started to fall in love with him.

      So, it wasn’t a big surprise to find myself there, thinking about him. Missing him, although we’d only been apart for a few hours.

      A few hours? That didn’t feel right. It felt both longer and shorter. I guessed that was what it felt like when you were in a dream.

      I walked along the cobblestone path, illuminated by the pale light of the full moon, while trailing my fingers over the tips of the tall grass that grew there. Its white, moon flowers grew with abandon, and they always smelled so sweet as they bloomed in the moonlight, so I bent over to sniff one of them. Content, I continued toward the large, stone sundial, and the wooden bench nearby.

      Feeling very much at peace, I slid onto the bench and smiled. This was a great dream. I hadn’t experienced one so nice in a long time. They had mostly been rehashes of jumping through time, and weird quick flashes of Melany. While I sat there, thinking about how beautiful it was and how much I wished Cade had joined me, a rustling in the trees drew my attention.

      I looked up to the treetops, to see a large shape fly off one branch. Was it an owl? There were some really big brown ones that lived in the surrounding woods.

      Suddenly, it swooped down toward me, and I realized it wasn’t an owl, but some kind of bat. I’d never seen a bat with gray, mottled skin—they usually had fur, black or brown. The bat landed on the sundial. As it perched there—looking much like a gargoyle—it turned its head, focusing glowing red eyes on me. Glancing at it closely, I was pretty sure that creature was not a bat. It looked like a tiny demon.

      When it squawked at me, flapping leathery wings as if to warn me, I thought for sure it was going to attack me.

      “Please, excuse my little buddy, here. He’s a bit cranky.” Beside me, emerged a tall, slim figure in a black cloak. He pointed to the bench. “May I sit with you?”

      “Um, sure.” Frowning, I slid over to make room for him.

      “Thanks.” He gathered his robe around his body, then sat. Reaching inside his pocket, the figure pulled out a joint, and put it in his mouth—or at least where his mouth should have been, since there was just pitch blackness inside his hood. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

      Too stunned to give him a verbal response, I shook my head. What the bloody hell was going on? Who was this guy who showed up in my dream, uninvited?

      Lifting one finger, which was as dark as the night surrounding us, the tip produced one tiny flame, and he lit the joint. Curls of gray smoke snaked out from under his hood. The stink of weed instantly filled my nose.

      After taking a long draw of it, he offered it to me. “Want a hit?”

      “No, I’m good. Thanks.”

      He took another long hit, then crossed his legs, revealing he was wearing flip flops on his pitch black feet. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      Eyes widening, I turned to gape at him. Now I remembered why I was there. I was in the Underworld, had tea with Hecate, and she’d drugged me so I could go to sleep and meet with…

      “You’re Hypnos?”

      The obscure figure nodded. “Yup. I know, I’m a bit of a surprise to everyone. What do you think the God of Sleep and Dreams should look like? Like Apollo, with golden hair and chiseled abs?” He snickered. “This is not that type of dream, if you know what I mean.” Chuckling to himself, Hypnos took another hit on the joint.

      To be honest, I didn’t really know what to expect. However, it certainly wasn’t some hooded “bro”, who sounded like he’d be more at home on a surfboard, riding the Californian waves, than tending to one of my dreams.

      “But if that kind of dream is what you’re really here for, I could summon good old Cade.” His head tilted to the side, as if he was in deep thought. “Nah, I don’t think he’d be up for it. He’s having a bit of an issue right now.”

      Panicked, I grabbed his arm and squeezed. “What do you mean he’s having an issue? Did something happen to him?”

      “Whoa, you’re way stronger than you look.” Hypnos pried my hand away from his arm.

      “Is Cade hurt?”

      “You didn’t come to see me to talk about Cade. What did you want to talk to me about?”

      All of a sudden, I began feeling muddled, so I shook my head to clear it. It felt like someone was stirring my thoughts and feelings around with a large wooden spoon.

      I rubbed at my forehead, trying to regain focus. “Um, I… want to know, um, about…” Think, Nicole! My eyes closed, and the second they did, an image flashed behind my lids. A girl with blue hair and lightning scars. I snapped them open again. “Melany! I came to ask you about Melany.”

      Hypnos’s hood turned toward me, suggesting he was looking at me. Despite the fact that he had no face and therefore no eyes, it felt like it. “What do you want to know?”

      “Is she truly dead?”

      “Why do you need to know?”

      “Because I keep seeing her. And twice now I’ve accidentally opened a portal to… well, I have no idea where she is, but I see her, and I can talk to her.” A heavy sigh left me, and I leaned back against the bench. “If she’s dead, then I’m opening portals to the afterlife, and that’s pretty much effed up, mate. I don’t know how to deal with that, or what to do about it. After fighting Lycaon and his zombie army, I’m pretty much done dealing with the dead.”

      His back rested against the bench, and he sighed too, stretching out his legs. Hypnos took one last pull off the joint, then put it out with his fingers. Before he could say anything though, a cold gust of wind blew at us, fluttering the bottom of his robe and my hair.

      From the dark shadows, another hooded figure stepped into a swatch of pale moonlight. He was Hypnos’s twin. “Do not dare speak of it, Brother,” the man commanded, his voice as old as weathered papyrus that cracked when handled.

      “Dude, chill. I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      Pulse racing, I jumped to my feet. “Holy shit. You’re Death.”

      “I am. And you are Nicole Walker. We have almost met a couple of times over the past year.”

      My heart sunk into my stomach at that statement, to know that I had almost died. Like for real. I mean, I was in a bad state when I jumped Cassandra, the Corpse King, and myself to the Jurassic era and my arm was infected from the zombie’s touch… and of course, I could never forget almost disintegrating in the wheel of time, but both times turned out okay and I survived. It was freaky to know that I was that close to actual death. For some that might have been liberating, but for me, that scared the stuffing out of me.

      Hands fluttering about, I paced back and forth in front of the bench. “What are you doing here? Am I going to die in my sleep? Did Hecate give me too much of her sleeping potion?! Shit. I don’t want to die. I’ve got too much to do still.”

      Obviously, I was panicking, but I couldn’t stop. I wouldn’t get a chance to say goodbye to Cade. That wasn’t fair. After all I’d done for the academy, for the whole world actually, this couldn’t be how it would all end.

      “No. I am not here to take your soul, Nicole.”

      “Yeah. So, chill, dude.” Hypnos tried to give me the rest of his weed. “Maybe you should take this. I think you need it more than I do.”

      Halting my steps, I stared at Thanatos. “Then why are you in my dream?”

      “To stop my brother from breaking a promise we made to Melany.”

      Hypnos threw his hands in the air. “I wasn’t going to say anything. Man, you’re not the trusting sort.”

      “So, she’s not dead.”

      “I did not say that.”

      “But you did NOT not say that. I think if she was just run of the mill dead, you wouldn’t be going to all these lengths to stop me from finding out. You’d be like, ‘yeah, she’s dead. Deal with it.’”

      Thanatos glared at me, or at least I assumed it was a glare. I couldn’t tell, because he had no face, just like Hypnos, but I felt a really intense energy coming out from the darkness under his hood. Something told me he was thinking about maybe reneging that “I didn’t come here to kill you” thing he’d just said.

      His hooded face turned to Hypnos. “Can you do something about her, Brother? She is giving me a raging headache.”

      “But you didn’t answer my questions!” I felt like stomping my foot and having a real go at a temper tantrum.

      Both he and Hypnos shrugged. Then the Dream God stood, reached over, and tapped me right between the eyes. “Wake up.”

      Before I was fully jolted out of the dream, Thanatos’s voice made my heart jump into my throat.

      “I have got to get back. I think her boyfriend is about to—”

      I sat up in the bed, heartbeats thundering in my ears. Sweat slicked my entire body, and my hands shook violently. Cade! Something had happened to him.

      Jumping off the bed, I marched toward the door and went out into the hall. “Cassandra!”

      I didn’t know which room she was in, so my first thought was to scream her name until she emerged from behind one of the closed doors.

      “Cassandra! Where are you?” Running to the next room, I opened the door. It was a dining room with a long wooden table and six ornate chairs tucked in under it, but it was empty.

      Another door opened along the far wall and Charon floated out from it. “What is the matter?”

      Behind him, to my surprise, wheeled Tinker. He was carrying a tray of what looked like champagne flutes, and he was wearing a server’s uniform that consisted of a white top and black skirt. A blond wig with pretty, blond curls sat on top of his dome head. He looked like a robot version of Shirley Temple.

      “Um,” I gaped at the little robot and at Charon. “Do I even want to ask?”

      Tinker dropped the tray, proceeding to make a series of wild beeps and bloops. “It is not what it looks like, Nicole. Charon and I were just playing around.”

      Shaking my head, I just left the room, in search of Cassandra. We needed to get the hell out of there.

      “Cassandra!” I bellowed as loud as I could.

      Right then, Hecate came out of the library, holding a champagne flute. “Why are you shouting in my hall?”

      Another set of doors opened, and Cassandra came running out. She must’ve been sleeping like I had been, drugged by Hecate’s tea, because her hair was in disarray and her clothes were askew. She rubbed at her eyes. “What’s going on?”

      Rushing to her, I grabbed her hands. “Cade’s in trouble. I think he’s going to die.”
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      CADE

      As I lay on the ground, immobile, I had a sense that someone was standing over me, looking down into my face, studying me. However, I couldn’t really see anyone, it was just a shapeless form. A solid piece of darkness. I knew if I had been able to lift my hand and reach out, I would touch something made out of flesh and blood. The someone had a name, I was sure of it. It swirled around in my mind, but I didn’t want to utter it out loud. Only bad luck came of doing such a thing.

      Bad luck. That was what I seemed to be hip deep inside of right now. And it hurt. Like, badly, right in my side. No, wait. That hadn’t been bad luck. That had been a… bullet? Yes. That seemed right. I had been shot while trying to fly an injured man back to the apartment.

      The form above me moved. “Good. You are going back to where you belong. It is not quite time for us to meet, Cade.”

      Going back where?

      “Nicole will be pleased to know you are not—”

      “Cade?” A tap on my cheek brought me back.

      “Wait! Nicole? What about Nicole?” I screamed into the void.

      Everything was still blank, with a dark outline, but I could “see” something behind my eyes—movement, shapes. Sounds filled my ears. Smells filtered into my nose. Straining hard, I cracked open one eyelid, then the other, until I was blinking back tears from the harsh light beaming into my eyes from a window nearby.

      “Someone close the curtains.”

      A few moments later, the light was muted, and I was able to glance around, actually making out things surrounding me. I was in a bedroom, that much was clear, laying on a soft mattress while Georgina and Jia looked down on me with concerned pinches to their faces.

      “Thank the Gods.” Georgina sighed. “I didn’t know if you were going to make it.”

      “What—?” My throat was too dry, making it hard to speak.

      Instantly noticing the problem, Georgina offered me some water. She held my head as I sat up a little to drink. It hurt, especially my right side, from just moving that small amount.

      “That’s what we need to be asking you,” Marek said as he moved into my viewpoint. “What happened?”

      “Where’s… Tom?”

      They all frowned, exchanging a glance. “Who’s Tom? Was it the guy you lifted out of the temple?” Jia asked.

      I nodded.

      “You were alone, Cade. You collapsed against the door.” Georgina shook her head. “I’m surprised you were even able to make it back with the amount of blood you lost.”

      “How long?”

      “You’ve been out for about four hours.”

      My gaze drifted to the bedroom door when Lucian and Jasmine entered.

      “Good, you’re awake.” Lucian gave me a small smile. “I thought we were going to have to take you back to the academy.”

      In a body bag. Was the unspoken last part of that sentence.

      Jia got up from the chair beside the bed for Lucian to sit. He pulled it up closer. “Are you able to tell us everything now?”

      Nodding, I licked my lips. Georgina gave me another drink of water before I started talking. I told them everything that Tom had revealed, and about how we were ambushed in the field by four men in an SUV. My teeth gritted in anger and shame when I recalled having to drop Tom so I could escape—I told them, nonetheless.

      Lucian’s hand patted my knee through the blanket. “You did the only thing you could do, Cade. That guy chose his fate when he signed up with this group.”

      Logic said that was likely true, so I nodded. However, I sensed that after our conversation, Tom would’ve thought twice about what he was doing with those people, and hopefully quit. I didn’t know for sure, but in my heart, I believed that was a possibility. Now his kids were going to grow up without a father, and I suspected those men would use his death to help radicalize his wife and family. It wouldn’t surprise me if those thugs told them that I had been the one to kill Tom, and not them.

      “It’s obvious this is very much about the academy and not just the Gods.” Frowning, Lucian leaned back in the chair.

      “Maybe someone’s mad they didn’t get their Shadowbox?” Jasmine suggested. “This seems about revenge or pay back.”

      “Maybe...” Lucian didn’t appear convinced.

      I thought about what Tom said about his kids and what the academy had “done” to me, turning me into what he considered a freak, I imagined. Something dangerous. Something corruptive.

      “It’s about us,” I concluded. “About the kids who go to the academy.”

      Recognition colored his expression, and Lucian nodded. “Yeah, makes sense. The men you encountered at the temple were middle-aged, right? In their late forties maybe?”

      “Around there, I’d say,” Jia answered. “The two I dealt with had patches of gray hair, soft bellies. Definitely had ‘Dad’ energy.”

      “So, parents whose kids didn’t get into the academy?” Jasmine offered, not convinced.

      “Or those of kids who did,” I considered, trying to sit up.

      Georgina glared at me. “I hope you aren’t trying to get out of that bed.”

      “I just need to sit up. I’m feeling better, I promise.” Lies. Of course I didn’t feel better, but I didn’t want to appear weak and useless, not any more than I already did. It wasn’t my fault that I got shot, I knew that, yet I still had some guilt clinging to my chest.

      It was clear that Georgina didn’t believe me, and still, she helped me to get propped up against the bedframe with a couple of pillows behind my back. Once I was sitting up, I looked down at myself. There was a stretch of bandage wrapped around my stomach. A bit of blood bloomed on my right side, where I’d obviously been shot.

      “You shouldn’t have moved,” she growled. “Now you’re bleeding again.”

      Lucian got up so Georgina could take the chair and fix me up again. She unwrapped the gauze, and I realized the damage a bullet could do. My entire right side was black and blue, bruised by the impact to my muscles. The entrance wound itself was surprisingly small, but I suspected that wasn’t how it had looked without Georgina’s healing skills.

      Blood oozed from where it had pulled open. There weren’t any stitches as that was not how we healed. Georgina would’ve knitted my flesh back together with the power in her hands, and a bit of fire to cauterize the hole. It was actually quite amazing what she could do.

      “Thankfully, the bullet came in and out the back, without hitting anything. The back looks worse, but it was easier to knit back together.”

      As she set her hand over the wound and pushed her power into me, the others watched, and their expressions said it all. There was a mixture of anger and concern, but also, I saw realization there. We had come here with bravado, and the confidence that we were Demigods with unimaginable powers, but maybe we were naïve to think that the mortals wouldn’t just come bearing guns or worse bombs. I think the years of training at the academy with everything but firearms, had made us somewhat naïve to the realities of the mortal world.

      If the bullet had hit one of my vital organs, or my head, I wouldn’t be alive. Not without the immortal power of the Gods themselves.

      A hissed breath escaped me when Georgina pushed a bit too hard on my side, but I didn’t complain, just endured it. I’d deal with it if it afforded her the chance to heal me fully. When she was done, she wrapped me up in a new bandage and dug into her leather pouch, pulling out a small brown glass ampule.

      Uncorking it, she handed it to me. “Drink it. It will numb any pain.”

      I downed it, grimacing from the taste, but used to it—I had drunk many similar tinctures given to me by Chiron. The last time being only a few months ago, to heal my busted leg from when an undead soldier struck me with a heavy metal chain.

      Lucian looked around at everyone standing in the bedroom. The others were probably waiting in the living room for a plan. “We need to tell Prometheus what’s happened. This changes the game, I think.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “It’s too bad these cell phones don’t work between realms.” Marek pulled out the phone from his pocket. He’d been standing in the corner, near the window, while taking a peek past the curtains to the street every now and then.

      “Demeter has a cell phone that works,” both Lucian and I blurted out at the same time.

      Lucian nodded to Georgina. “You’re in her inner circle. Do you know anything about how that works?”

      She smirked. “You’re kidding yourself if you think I know any of Demeter’s secrets. Besides that, she’s a Goddess. I’m sure she’s not operating off a cell phone tower.”

      “We could use the lantern,” Jasmine suggested, pointing at the brass lantern sitting on the bedside table.

      “It’s not urgent enough,” Lucian countered. “What if Prometheus’s isn’t in his office?” He scrubbed at his face and blew out a frustrated breath. “Okay, one of us will go back.”

      Marek took a step forward. “Why don’t we all go back? Clearly, this mission is effed.” He gestured to me. “I mean, Cade almost died.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s too important that we stay. We can still gather intel. What if the group attacks one of the temples again and this time hurts a bunch of people? I have no doubt that they are just getting started, and that the incident with me and Tom isn’t going to deter them. In fact, I have a sense it will spur them on to push their agenda harder and faster.”

      “I agree with Cade. We can’t abandon our mission or the people of Pecunia.”

      “Okay, so who makes the most sense to return to the academy?” Jasmine asked.

      “I’ll go,” Lucian offered. “I’m too recognizable here, and I’m the most qualified to plan strategy with Prometheus.”

      Everyone but Marek nodded. He didn’t want to be here, that had been obvious from the start, which made me wonder why he’d even come. Surely, he could’ve told Lucian to pick someone else. Lucian didn’t seem the type to force anyone to do something they truly didn’t want to do, regardless of the circumstances.

      “While I’m gone, Jasmine and Cade are in charge. We need to find out more about this group, who they are recruiting, how they are recruiting and who’s in charge. Let’s find out who this Mark is. He sounds like the obvious person of interest.”

      “Let’s allow Cade to get some rest.” While Georgina gathered her healing supplies and put them back into her leather pouch, the others filed out of the room.

      Before Lucian could leave, I called him back. “I need a favor.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Check on Nicole for me. When I was… ah, asleep, I think maybe I had a visit from…”

      “Thanatos.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. And before I… came back, he mentioned her. That tells me that she’s either in big trouble, or she’s…” I swallowed, not wanting to voice my greatest fear.

      He touched my leg. “I’ll find her. Try not to think the worst. She’s with Cassandra, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah, I know what they have planned and it isn’t a girls’ night.”

      “Cass is level-headed. She won’t let Nicole get into any situation she knows they can’t get out of.”

      “Thanks.”

      He gave me a final squeeze on my leg, then left the room.

      I didn’t know Cassandra as well as he did, obviously, but I knew Nicole. Even if her plan was reckless, she was going to do it regardless of who was telling her it was a bad idea. I’d instructed Tinker to keep an eye on her during her adventure to the underworld, but I also knew that the little robot was just as in love with her as I was and could be easily persuaded to go along with another one of her crazy plans.
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      “There has to be a faster way for us to get back to the academy.” The urgency to leave was raging like a wildfire in my blood. We had to get back. Something bad was happening or had happened to Cade. Thanatos and Hypnos all but confirmed that in the garden.

      “The only other way is through the shadows,” Cassandra offered.

      I grabbed her hand in desperation. “Can you use the shadows?”

      To my dismay, she shook her head. “Not well. It isn’t a power I developed. Only those connected to the darkness can utilize them properly.”

      “Yeah, I can’t use them either.” My attention went toward Hecate, who had yet to comment on anything.

      She was just standing there, her head cocked, hands folded primly while she watched us with a slight interest. Honestly, she looked like she’d rather go back to the library and read the thick tomes on astrophysics or something as boring.

      “Can you take us through the shadows to the academy?”

      “No.”

      I frowned. “No, you can’t, or no you won’t.”

      “I’m done helping those from the academy. When Melany promised that I could stay here, she said I’d be left alone. That is what I want. I helped you speak with Hypnos, and that is all I will agree to doing. You are on your own.” Turning, she slowly walked back to the library, and shut the door behind her. The sound reverberated through the barren corridor. It was the sound of finality.

      “Great.” I threw my hands in frustration. “Who else can travel the shadows?”

      Suddenly, a loud shriek reverberated around us, followed by a bang, and then a spine-tingling cackling from one of the other closed doors. I glanced at Cassandra but she just shrugged. Obviously, there were others living in the hall. Other beings who were connected to the dark. Maybe one of them could take us to the academy.

      Marching over to the door, I opened it and went inside. Normally, I would’ve knocked and waited for someone to invite me in, but there wasn’t time for being polite right now. It was pitch black in the room, and I couldn’t see a thing, but the space felt cavernous. Definitely bigger than it seemed logical. I had to remember that nothing was logical in the Underworld.

      A sense of movement reached me, accompanied by the distinct sound of wings flapping. A light, cool breeze brushed over me, making me shiver before little hairs on my arms rose. Lifting my hand, I formed a ball of fire, holding it up in front of me. The warm orange light cascaded across the wooden floor for about ten feet.

      I could make out a couple of wooden spears lying on the ground, and a wicked looking dagger with a curved edge. Then I saw what appeared to be a leather whip. Beyond that, there were pale, colored sticks scattered on the wood, but the closer I got to them, I realized that they weren’t sticks… they were bones.

      Giving me a startle, Cassandra pressed up behind me. “We should get out of here,” she whispered in my ear.

      She was right, this had been a bad idea. We would just leave the same way we came. Out the big doors, over the river, across the barren wasteland, and back through the hidden door to the gazebo in the maze. It would take us a lot longer, but at this point, I thought a bit of time was better than eminent death.

      Honestly, that was what it felt like in this room. Death. It smelled like it too. My nose wrinkled as the stench invaded my nostrils.

      Whipping around, I grabbed Cassandra, and we ran for the open door. It slammed shut right before we got there, plunging us into complete darkness when the flames in my hand snuffed out while in motion. There was scuttling nearby, as if a hundred crabs were moving under foot, heading to the ocean. I swallowed down my rising panic. I needed a level head right now.

      Opening my hand, I lit another fire. Once I raised it to light the area near the door, so I could find the handle and turn it, I came face to face with a bat like creature with red hair.

      Oh, bloody hell. It was one of the Furies.

      “Where are you going?” she hissed.

      “Ah, out? It was a mistake coming in here. We’re sorry to have disturbed you,” I rambled, hoping that my voice didn’t quiver. I knew my heart was racing, so I prayed to the Gods that the Furies couldn’t hear it. Although, they likely did with those bat-like ears. I’d heard that they responded to fear and terror in the same way that a child responded to a circus with ponies and acrobats. It excited them.

      “But we haven’t even played a game yet.” She leaned in closer to me, smirking. Her razor-sharp kitten teeth were stained red, and there was something stuck in between the front incisors.

      My gut roiled over when I realized it was a tiny bit of bloody flesh. She’d obviously just had a meal, and I didn’t want to speculate what that was.

      “We didn’t come to play with you,” Cassandra answered.

      “No? What did you come for, then?”

      “Ah, we were hoping you could take us through the shadows and back to the academy.” I didn’t know why I told her, asking was absolutely pointless. The Furies were infamous for being manipulative, conniving, and generally awful in all regards. They were definitely not going to help us, unless we had something to barter with. Like our lives.

      Mocking laughter burst from behind us. I swung around with my fireball to see the three of them were surrounding us, like this was some sort of game. A game Cassandra and I didn’t have a chance at winning.

      Since I came back to the academy, I’d heard stories about them. Stories meant to frighten and unnerve. They were like the bogeyman that you looked for under the bed and in your dark closet. It was still hard to believe that Melany had befriended them. They had even fought in the last war at her side, defending the Demigods against Zeus. After Melany’s departure, it was obvious they had gone back to their singular malicious ways.

      Done playing around, I squeezed Cassandra’s hand to let her know, and snapped my fingers.

      Just in time too, because when I turned back around, the one with the red hair had been unsheathing the blade at her waist. Another minute, and I suspected that knife would’ve been plunged into either Cassandra or me without a thought.

      “Oh, Gods,” Cassandra groaned, realizing the same thing.

      “I can’t believe Melany dealt with these bitches.” I shoved one of them hard, forcing her back and away from us. She tumbled over onto the wooden floor like a mannequin. The tip of her leathery wing bent backwards. I was so not sorry for that.

      “I don’t think she had a choice, to be honest.” Cassandra helped me move the red head away from the door so we could leave.

      Taking the dagger from the Fury’s hand, I wrapped my fingers around the blade and fired up my power. The knife melted, leaving it in a puddle at the Furies’ feet.

      Before we left the room, I went over to the weapons on the floor, plucking a spear from the pile and a dagger, which I tucked into the belt of my jeans. Once we were outfitted—Cassandra had her knives already, just in case we ran into something else or time started again and the Furies came after us—we ran out of the room, heading for the main hall doors.

      Thankfully, time was still frozen as we opened the large metal doors and ran out into the cave, because Cerberus had been curled up into a ball near the doors, sleeping. I didn’t even want to imagine what would’ve happened if time had started again. We would’ve been running right into the monster’s mouth.

      Once we were out of the cave, we came to a stop at the river’s edge.

      “How are we going to cross it?”

      My gaze dropped down to the water. My time freeze had stopped the river from flowing. It looked like black ice, with a few ripples over it from where the waves had frozen on the spot. Maybe it was actually frozen. Maybe it was solid enough that we could walk over it.

      I took my spear and poked at it. The tip didn’t hit something solid, not entirely anyway. It was like stabbing Jell-O. When I pulled the spear back, the tip was coated in a thick gelatinous material. It was the water, but it was congealed because it couldn’t flow.

      “Let’s try and walk across it.”

      Cassandra gaped at me. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No, but we have to try something. Time isn’t going to stay still for long.”

      Lowering the spear into the river again, I used it as a stabilizer, and jumped down. My shoes immediately started to sink into the gelatinous material. We had to move quickly across, or we’d most definitely sink into it and get stuck. I wondered if this was truly the day that learning about quicksand and how to get out of it in all those cartoons was going to come in handy.

      “Run across!” I said to Cassandra, so she didn’t get stuck like I was about to be.

      She jumped down and sprinted over the immovable river in twenty steps. I, on the other hand, was having difficulty taking my next step. I pulled the spear out and used it as a pole vaulter’s pole to unstick me. Then I was able to make my next step a bit quicker, then the next, until I fully made it to the other side and Cassandra was pulling me up to the shoreline.

      Safely across, I bent over and took in some deep breaths to calm my racing heart. That was when I noticed the jelly substance on the end of the spear melted and sploshed onto the ground. Shit. Time had started again. The rush of the river roared over us.

      “Shit! Time to go!”

      I took off like it was the 100-yard dash and I was in the Olympics. Thankfully, Cassandra kept up, and we sprinted across the field to the stone staircase as fast as humanly possible. A distant howl echoed but I didn’t look back. Although, I did nearly throw up when I heard a shriek and the faint thwap of wings flapping hard.

      When we reached the bottom stair of the winding staircase, I looked all the way up and wondered how we were going to be able to reach the top before the Furies and Cerberus reached us and tore us into bits and pieces.

      “Could you fly us up?” I asked Cassandra.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. There might not be enough room for the full expanse of my wings.”

      If there wasn’t enough room for hers, there wouldn’t be enough for the Furies, and there definitely wouldn’t be enough room for Cerberus’s big heads to reach us. Still, we had to try, or risk being mauled to death.

      “Do it.”

      As she unfolded her wings, I secured my arms around her. Taking a deep breath, she flapped them once, then twice, and we rose a little. At first the tips of her wings kept hitting the sides, but she pulled them in slightly and was able to maneuver us around the stone steps, spiraling upwards, and gaining speed with every turn.

      We were doing it. I nearly laughed as adrenaline shot through me. However, then I heard another war cry shriek, it was much closer, and I saw a shape moving in the shadows toward the bottom of the stairs. The Furies were fast approaching. I needed to do something.

      Switching my arm around Cassandra, I was able to hold on and form a ball of fire in my hand. I made a big one, the size of a bowling ball, and tossed it down the stairs. The pain-filled screech that followed was my reward. I made another and tossed it down, then another, continuing my defense without respite—each of them bigger than the last.

      By the time we reached the top, the staircase had filled with so much smoke and the stench of burning flesh and hair, that I thought we were going to choke on it. Setting me down, Cassandra kicked open the door. We tumbled out onto the grass, near the gazebo in the maze. She slammed shut the door as I snuffed out the flames in the cauldrons, effectively closing the door to anyone.

      Exhausted, I fell onto my butt in the grass. Cassandra was bent over getting her wind, her hand braced against the gazebo. We both were quite aware of how close we came to dying. Then something horrible hit me.

      “Holy shit. We left Tinker.”
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      I couldn’t shake the horrible feeling I had for leaving Tinker in the Underworld with Charon. Cassandra tried to cheer me up as we made our way over the grounds and back to the academy.

      “Maybe he’ll enjoy the adventure.”

      “Charon dressed him up as a waitress and had him serving drinks. I’m not sure how much of an adventure that will be.”

      “He’ll be okay.”

      “I’m just worried he’ll be upset that I left him.”

      She gave me a look. “He’s a robot. Does he even have feelings?”

      “I think he does. Cade and I didn’t program them into him, but I think his systems have been learning how to emote them.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know.”

      “Well, let’s figure out if Cade is in trouble first, then we’ll find a way to go and rescue Tinker.” She patted my back for comfort.

      Without wasting any time, we made our way over to Prometheus’s Hall to talk to him. I needed to know where Cade was, and if he had any updates on their mission in Pecunia. The guards let us pass, but when Cassandra flew us up to his platform office, the big guy wasn’t there.

      “Do you want to go looking for him?” Cassandra asked.

      “He could be anywhere.” Sighing, I sat behind his desk.

      Worry entered Cassandra’s gaze, like I was going to get caught snooping around Prometheus’s things. I didn’t really care if that happened. I was sitting in his chair. So what? What was he going to do? Erase my memories and abandon me on the streets? The worst had already happened to me.

      “How is he communicating with Lucian and the others while in the other realm? I know cell phones don’t work. Carrier pigeons would take too long, and you’d have to train them to actually go through the portals.” I was kidding with that last one, but sometimes in this place nothing surprised me.

      Eyes narrowed, she stepped in closer to Prometheus’s desk and picked up the square, brass lantern that had been sitting on the edge. “Lucian told me about these lanterns.”

      I leaned in closer as she offered it to me, and I took it. “How does it work?”

      “I don’t know, actually.”

      I looked through one of the glass panes, into the workings of it. The wick that I assumed one would need to light was visible, but after that, I couldn’t understand how the communication would come through it. One of the panels was blacked out though.

      “Do you think Hephaistos made it?”

      She nodded. “Probably.”

      Still carrying it, I stood up from the desk and walked to the edge of the platform. “Then, let’s go talk to Hephaistos.”

      When we entered his forge, the fires were flaring hot. He must’ve been working some metal on the top platform. Without considering whether we were interrupting him or not, we charged up the stone steps. My feet came to an abrupt stop, when I reached the top step saw twenty new eager faces turn toward me.

      Whoops. I hadn’t even considered that he would be holding a class, teaching new recruits. It was still strange to me that the academy got new recruits every year. However, I guessed the recruitment process didn’t just stop with my year or with Cassandra’s.

      “Here is a prime example of things that annoy me.” Hephaistos pushed up his goggles and pointed his mallet at us. “Go away.”

      “We really need to talk to you.” I held up the lantern.

      “Go away or I’ll turn you into newts.”

      Laughter burst out of me, and I turned to the new recruits. “He’s kidding. He really can’t do that.”

      Hephaistos’s glare turned nasty. “Do you want to bet on that?”

      I didn’t, but that still didn’t mean I was going to go away.

      Staring at him with a hip cocked and an eyebrow arched, I just remained there. Eventually, he’d get annoyed enough to relent to me.

      He grunted, then set his mallet down on the anvil. “Oh, for Hades’s sake.” He stripped off his heavy leather gloves and handed them to one of the student recruits. “Take over.”

      The guy, who had green hair, gaped at him, looking like a guppy fish.

      We watched Hephaistos stomp over to where we were. “Tell me what you want quickly, so you can get the heck out of my way.”

      I held up the lantern. “How does this work?”

      His heavy brow furrowed with even more deep lines. “You light the wick, and it creates light that you can use to illuminate stuff with.”

      “Ha! You’re hilarious, mate.”

      That rewarded me with a grunted smirk.

      “How does it work for communicating? It’s important. I had a… dream. Thanatos was there, and he mentioned Cade…” My mouth closed tightly; I didn’t want to say anything else.

      It was enough for Hephaistos to stop messing about though.

      “Light the wick, then spin it. You’re using the flames to scry through.”

      Cassandra nodded. “Oh, I’ve heard of scrying through water, using like a basin as a conduit, but I didn’t know you could through fire.”

      “I devised the lantern to use it in the same way. To contain the power and control it. As the flames flicker, an image will broadcast against the blackened panel. You will be able to see the other person and hear them.”

      After setting the lantern down onto a table, I opened one glass side and lit the wick with a flick of my finger. I grabbed the top and twisted it to get the wick inside to spin. It started slowly, then picked up speed. Every time it made a complete rotation, light flickered on the black panel.

      Leaning down, so I was at eye level with it, I opened the little glass door again to speak into the lantern. “Cade?” There was no response. I tried once more. “Cade? Can you hear me? It’s Nicole.” Pulse racing with dread, I glanced up at Hephaistos. “This isn’t working.”

      “Nicole?” It was faint but it was definitely Cade’s voice.

      My eyes snapped back to the lantern, and I looked at the black background. Squinting, I could make out a shape. I unfocused my eyes a little, and then his image became clearer. It was Cade, and he was smiling.

      “Cade?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “This is so weird.”

      “Agreed.”

      I laughed. “Are you okay? I had a bad dream and—”

      “I was shot.”

      My heart lodged in my throat. “Wait, what? Did you say you were shot? Like with a gun?”

      “Yeah. But I’m okay. Georgina healed me. She’s amazing.” He looked pained despite telling me he was okay. “But it’s a lot more serious here than we first thought. There is a group mobilizing, and they are definitely dangerous.”

      When I glanced at Cassandra, I found the same worry in her that I was feeling. “Why don’t you all return to the academy?”

      “We can’t. We need to find out more. I was able to talk to one of the members of this group and they are definitely recruiting and building some kind of army.”

      “Why? For what purpose?”

      “Not quite sure yet, but there is definitely some anger at the academy and the Gods.” His brow furrowed. “I thought you would have heard all of this by now. Isn’t Prometheus keeping you in the loop?”

      “No. This is the first time we’re talking to you guys.”

      “You haven’t seen Lucian then yet?”

      “Lucian’s back?” Cassandra instantly questioned, leaning down to look into the lamp.

      Cade nodded. “Yes, he should have been. He left the apartment hours ago. He was returning to the academy to talk to Prometheus, and maybe bring more of you back with him.”

      “We haven’t seen him, Cade,” I confessed, because I could see the panic starting to rise in Cassandra’s eyes. “Was he coming back through one of the portals?”

      “Yeah, the one through the cave, like usual.”

      “Could he have stopped somewhere else first?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.” Cade shook his head. “Nic, you need to go see if he’s returned. Because if he didn’t get there, then something happened on this end…”

      Shit. I nodded. “Yup, we’ll go looking. I’ll call you back in an hour.”

      “Okay.” Licking his lips, he leaned in closer to the flames. “I love you.”

      Strong emotions tried to bubble up in me, but I swallowed them. “I love you, too. Talk soon, yeah?”

      Nodding, his image vanished as he blew out his flame. My hand landed on the lantern to stop the wick from spinning, and I straightened, glancing over at Cassandra. Her face was paler than usual, so I grabbed her hand.

      “We’ll go look for him. That was probably why Prometheus wasn’t in his office. He was meeting with Lucian somewhere on the grounds to talk about what’s going on.”

      “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “That must be it.”

      “We’ll search every inch of this place, and then go to the portal in the cave and wait.” I squeezed her hand. “Okay, mate?”

      “Okay.”

      I picked up the lantern, I definitely wasn’t leaving it here, then gave Hephaistos a nod. “Thanks for—”

      “Yup.” His gaze flitted over Cassandra then back to me. “Make sure to keep me updated. I want to know what’s going on.”

      “I will.”

      After leaving the forge, we searched the entire academy. We went from one hall to another, and talked to everyone we knew, recruits, Demigods, and Gods alike. No one had seen Lucian since leaving a day ago.

      We checked every training field, every dorm room, the maze, and even the stables. Again, no one had seen him. Prometheus was also missing in action, and it wasn’t like he was an easy person to miss.

      At the end, we decided to go to the cave and check on the portal to the mortal realm. Sometimes portals could be shut down. Maybe that was why Lucian hadn’t arrived yet. It had happened before, but it could only be done from inside the academy.

      I stood with Cassandra on the edge of the pool, glancing down into the clear, dark blue water. So far, there wasn’t any indication that anyone had come through it. There was no water up on the rocks, where a person would’ve had to pull themselves out of it.

      “I’m sure he’s okay,” I assured her. “Lucian is like the toughest bloke I know. He has more power in his pinky finger than all of us put together.” Fine, so I didn’t know if that was true, but it sounded like it could be. Lucian was pretty bad ass.

      She nodded, but continued wringing her hands together with worry.

      I was about to suggest that we maybe dive in and go check the portal ourselves, when ripples surged through the pool. Someone was coming up for air.

      “There he is.” I patted her shoulder. “We were all worried for nothing.”

      The ripples got bigger and bigger, until a head broke through the surface. Except, it wasn’t a blond head, it was a large one with brown curly hair. Prometheus swam to the edge of the pool and pulled himself out of the water.

      The moment he stood, steam rose off his skin and clothes—he’d dried himself off internally. His eyes bounced from me to Cassandra. “What are you two doing here?”

      “We heard Lucian was supposed to be returning to the academy hours ago,” I explained. “We looked everywhere for him but couldn’t find him.”

      The headmaster shook his head. “He won’t be able to return. The portal’s been closed. No one can get through it.”
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      CADE

      After I blew out the lantern’s flame, I called Jasmine and Georgina into the room. The others were out doing more recon and intel gathering.

      “What’s up?” Jasmine’s face pinched in concern.

      “I don’t think Lucian made it back to the academy.”

      “What? How do you know?” Georgina sunk into the chair beside the bed.

      “I just talked to Nicole.” I pointed to the lantern. “They haven’t seen him. She was with Cassandra, and she hasn’t seen him either.”

      “Could just mean he went to see Prometheus immediately upon returning…”

      “He left hours ago.” I sighed. “It takes, what? Fifteen minutes to fly to Kios, another ten to swim through the portal. He may have gone to see Prometheus first, but there’s no way he didn’t check in with Cassandra. Besides that, I asked him to check in on Nicole for me. I had a bad feeling that something had happened to her. He said he would, and I know he would have.”

      Jasmine began to pace in front of the bed. “Shit. Are you suggesting that he’s been… taken, or hurt?”

      “I think we have to consider that is a possibility and prepare to defend ourselves.”

      “Do you really think it will come to that?”

      “They shot me. I have no doubt in my mind that if they could’ve killed me, they would have. I’m certain that they shot Tom to silence him. These people are dangerous. They mean to start a war.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed, grimacing as I did.

      Georgina tried to push me back into the mattress. “You still need healing.”

      “I don’t think I have the luxury of that anymore. We need to get the others and forge a plan.”

      “Should we all go back to the academy?” Jasmine asked.

      Pausing, I thought about that for a minute. It would definitely be the safest place for us, but then we’d be abandoning the people of Pecunia, and of the other Greek cities that were seeing vandalism on their temples and civil disorder. If we fled, then who would stand up to defend them?

      I shook my head. “No, I think we should stay and figure out how to defeat this group. We aren’t the only people in harm’s way. Yesterday’s paint ball incident was just a test. A warning.”

      “These people can’t possibly think that they are going to win against the Gods.”

      The words Prometheus had said earlier echoed in my head, about the strength in numbers, the power in numbers. There was way more of them than there was of us right now. Even though we had Godly powers that they couldn’t even imagine, they had guns, machines, and a common enemy. There would be no winner in this battle.

      “Maybe it’s not about winning,” I considered.

      “Revenge?”

      “I think it’s about justice. There is real emotional pain behind this.” Tom’s face popped into my mind, the emotion in his eyes when he spoke was real. That was a parent’s pain. He was speaking to me as a father who would do anything for his children.

      “You think it all started by one person?” Jasmine frowned.

      “Aren’t all movements started from one small point?” We needed to find out who was at the center of this whole thing. My thoughts kept returning to the man named Mark. Maybe he was the single fuse that had been lit.

      “I’ll text the others to get back to the apartment.” Jasmine took out the burner phone from her pocket and started sending those texts.

      As she did that, I got to my feet under Georgina’s watchful eye. The simple movement made me sweat, and she gave me a knowing look. One that told me she’d take no issue with pushing me back into the bed and knocking me out with one of Chiron’s special brews.

      “Just give me something to help, Gina. Because I’m not sitting on my ass.”

      Resigned, she went into her leather pouch and took out a plastic sandwich baggy. Inside were what looked like a bunch of peanut butter balls. Something you might get in a trendy, health food store. She took one out and handed it to me.

      “Eat it. It’s something I concocted to give you extra energy and strength.”

      “Do I even want to know what’s in it?”

      “Nope.”

      I trusted her, so I popped it into my mouth and chewed. It tasted earthy, but nothing too gag-inducing. Swallowing it, I took a hearty drink of water. “Thanks.”

      In the middle of a text, Jasmine’s phone rang. “Hello?” She listened for a moment. “Hang back, don’t bring attention to yourself, okay? We’re coming.” Ending the call, she turned to us, worry furrowing her brow. “That was Mia. She said there is a mob forming in the square. They have quite a few people and a bullhorn. They are saying the Demigods are dangerous, that we aren’t here to protect them but to oppress them, and they are calling for Melany’s statue to be pulled down.”

      “Holy crap.” Georgina sunk down in the chair.

      Pacing once more, her go-to way of dealing with stress, Jasmine nodded. “Yeah, it’s bad.”

      “Okay, let’s get prepared for anything, and go to the square.”

      “What if they discover who we are and turn on us?” Georgina’s face paled.

      “I’m going there to reveal myself,” I informed, knowing it sounded insane.

      “What the hell are you suggesting?” Jasmine asked.

      Jasmine was going to be the one who I would need to convince. Out of everyone here, she was the most like Lucian. A soldier, a warrior. Ready to fight. However, right now we needed a tactician, a negotiator, if we were going to stop this before it got really out of hand.

      “I’m going to talk to the people. All they are getting is a bunch of brainwashing bullshit. They have to be reminded of all the good we’ve done for the town, for the country, and for the world.”

      “What if they shoot you again?” Georgina lifted her eyebrows.

      “They aren’t going to shoot me in front of everyone. I was unlucky before, letting them sneak up on me away from curious eyes. That was my mistake. One I won’t make again.”

      Jasmine didn’t look convinced. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, but I’m not going to talk you out of it.”

      “I won’t out any of you. You stay on the outskirts, be alert and prepared in case it all turns to shit. If it does, defend yourselves, and if it really goes sideways, get to a portal and get back to the academy.”

      “Okay.” Jasmine went into the other room to, I assumed, arm herself and get prepared.

      “Do you need any help?” Georgina asked, but I shook my head.

      “Make sure everyone keeps a level head. The last thing we need is a bunch of civil casualties. That will not help our cause, just theirs.”

      Standing, she patted me on the shoulder. “We’re lucky that you’re here.” With a tight smile, she walked out of the room.

      Before I followed them out, I opened the lantern and lit the wick. I needed to talk to Nicole, because I was about to do something reckless and foolish, which would possibly get me even more hurt than I was.

      When the flame sparked, I sent it spinning.

      “Nicole?” I hoped she had the lantern with her and was in a situation where she could talk to me. “Can you hear me? It’s Cade.”

      A few minutes went by, and I was about to give up, when I heard her voice.

      “I’m here.”

      I squinted at the black panel on the side of the lantern and saw her highlighted face. Relief flowed through me, and I relaxed a little. “I haven’t got long to talk. Things have escalated—”

      “Lucian isn’t here. He never showed.”

      “I know.” I nodded. “We think he may have been taken by the anti-God group.”

      “Bloody hell. What should we do?”

      “There’s a mob forming here, at Melany’s statue. I’m going to go talk to them and—”

      “You are going to what?!”

      “Listen, it will be okay. People are just confused and angry. They want to know that it’s okay.”

      “Cade, don’t you dare do something stupid!”

      “I won’t. I promise. But what I need you to do is to find out some information. I’m pretty sure that the leader of all of this is a parent of someone who either went to the academy or didn’t get an invite. His first name is Mark. That’s all I’ve got but maybe you can find a way to do something with that.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Good.”

      “I don’t like that you’re talking to me like you’re not going to see me again.”

      I chuckled to ease the tension, but I knew she’d see past it. It was true, I was scared that I wouldn’t see her after this. “You’ll see me again, Nic. After I talk everyone down, I’ll get to the portal—”

      “The portals are not—”

      The flame in the lantern blew out, and with it, so did the image of Nicole and her voice.

      Reaching in I tried to relight it, but for some reason that I couldn’t discern, it wouldn’t ignite.

      A sense of dread washed over me.

      Georgina stood in the bedroom doorway. “You ready to go?”

      I gave the lantern one last look, then nodded. Rolling my shoulders, I started for the door, and with each step I took I felt better and better. The energy ball Georgina gave me must have kicked into effect. When I reached the doorway and stepped out into the living room, I didn’t even feel the bullet wound anymore. There was still a tightness there, like my skin was being pulled, but I didn’t have any pain.

      It must’ve shown on my face because Georgina gave me a knowing smile. “Feeling better?”

      “Oh, yeah. Much better.” A surge of adrenaline coursed through me, and I rolled my shoulders again. It felt like I could run a marathon or lift five hundred pounds without breaking a sweat. “You’re a genius, Gina.”

      Her cheeks blushed a little at the compliment.

      Jasmine smacked her on the back. “She is a genius.”

      We left the apartment and made our way to the town square. The sounds coming from the commotion reached us before we saw it, whoever was speaking was using a bullhorn to deliver his rhetoric. There were some enthusiastic responses from the crowd, but I figured those people were already part of the group, and were planted there to gain support. It was a trick I’d seen used many times.

      There had to have been about a hundred people milling about the square and the monument. For the most part, it appeared that the majority were just there out of curiosity. There were a few loud voices in the multitude, but not enough to convince me that the guy with the loud voice was making any headway with the citizens of Pecunia.

      Mia and Diego met us as we approached the edge of the gathering. Jasmine and Mia hugged.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “Jia and Marek are on the other side. Rosie and Ren are somewhere in the middle, I believe, closest to Melany’s statue.” Diego gestured to the murmuring crowd. “Charlotte and Ezra are at the far end, closer to the temple. What’s the play here?”

      “I’m going to address the crowd as someone from the academy.”

      Diego’s expression grew serious. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “I don’t know, but we can’t let this group’s message grow. Without a response, it will become insidious.” I checked myself to make sure I wasn’t bleeding. “If you sense it’s getting out of hand, then get out of here. Meet in Kios, at the portal.”

      Grabbing her phone, Jasmine texted that info to the others.

      With one last nod to them, I made my way through the multitude toward the front, next to the guy with the bullhorn. As I got closer, I eyed him, but he didn’t look familiar. I was sure he wasn’t one of the men who had shot at me. However, I did recognize another man standing nearby. He’d been in the SUV. He wasn’t the one with the gun though.

      I climbed onto a big rock that was in the square. It had rope around it and a sign that said, “Do Not Climb,” but I didn’t think anyone was going to give me a ticket over it.

      “Hello!” I waved at the crowd, interrupting the guy with the bullhorn mid-speech. “Hello. My name is Cade, and I’m from the academy.”

      That caused a stir through the crowd. The guy I recognized pointed at me. “He’s one of them! He’s a freak!”

      “I am one of ‘them’, but I am not a freak.” I even did air quotes. “I was invited to the academy when I turned eighteen, and went to train there to be a soldier—”

      “To kill us!” the guy with the bullhorn shouted.

      “That’s a lie,” I stated. “We train there to protect YOU.” I waved a hand over the crowd. “All of you. Just like Melany did, in the great battle with the Titans.” I gestured to her statue. “She, and the others like her, fought to save this town from destruction, fought to save you from—”

      “He killed Tom!” the man in the crowd shouted, pointing an accusatory finger at me.

      Shit. I hadn’t expected that.

      Several faces frowned at me, and there was a concerned murmur through the multitude.

      I put my hands out toward the people. “I did not KILL anyone. In fact, these men tried to kill me.” I lifted my shirt to reveal the bandage around my waist. “They shot me.”

      “Liar!” the bullhorn guy shouted, nearly busting out everyone’s ear drums. “We have video proof! We have video of this one flying Tom out of the temple and taking him to a field outside of town and killing him!”

      This was not going well.

      Glancing across the gathering of people, I met Jasmine’s gaze and shook my head, hoping that she got the message… to get the hell out of there.

      “Go to our website nomoregods.com and see for yourself!”

      Everyone in front of me started to murmur concerns and questions to each other. None of them sounded hopeful. It was time for us to leave before it got out of hand. An angry mob was dangerous, even to a Demigod.

      My wings unfurled, which drew some surprised gasps from people in the crowd. When I took to the sky, shouts followed.

      “Get him!”

      “Don’t let him get away!”

      As I got higher, I saw the others also take to the sky. More shouts came from the people. The next moment, two men in black shot something into the air, toward Rosie and Ren, who were trying desperately to get away. It unraveled in the sky, revealing it was a net. Yet, it was like no net I’d ever seen. It covered Rosie, crushing her wings, and she dropped to the ground.

      My heart sank into my gut.

      We were not going to get out of here without a fight.

      Extending my arms out to my sides, held my hands open wide as fire ignited along my fingers.
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      NICOLE

      I shook the lantern, hoping to make it work again, but I knew I was being foolish. I was just doing it out of frustration. After the flame blew out and I lost contact with Cade, it felt like my heart was going to implode.

      Once Prometheus found out the portal to Kios had been shut down, he had Cassandra and I, as well as others he recruited, check out all the remaining portals to the mortal realm...

      They had all been shut.

      No one could get to the academy or the grounds surrounding it, and no one could get out.

      Not through conventional means, anyway. I didn’t know if the Gods had other secret ways, I was sure they did, but they weren’t sharing that knowledge with us.

      Going to the training field near the time garden, I checked on the portal I used to come from Paris, and discovered it, too, was shut down. It had to have been done from inside the academy, as I didn’t think anyone in the mortal realms had that kind of power. Were the angry people rising up against us, being helped by one of us? To me, that would’ve been contradictory, but I’d seen people do odd things and make bad decisions against their own morals and rationale.

      Confused and worried, I returned to the garden and sat on the bench, our bench, the one Cade and I had sat on so many times before, with a sigh. I needed a moment to think. Everything was happening too fast, and I didn’t know what to do. Cade and the others were obviously in trouble, but there wasn’t anything I could do from here, since the portals were shut.

      Cade had mentioned doing some research to find out who was behind all of this. I could do that, at least. All I had was a first name, Mark, but I could work with it. I just needed access to information that I wasn’t sure the academy was going to appreciate me snooping through.

      I thought about doing a time jump. Maybe I could go back to yesterday, in Pecunia, and pre-empt all of this, but what if I made a mistake and made it worse? Playing around in the past was not a good idea. I was starting to understand that.

      Still, I had to try something.

      Concentrating on Melany’s statue in the city, I thought about the day, when I was there with Cade. My mind focused on the color of the stone, and Melany’s fierce face carved into it. I closed my eyes and thought about the town square—the lush green grass, and big fig trees, the smell of the flowers growing in a planter nearby.

      The air started to vibrate against my skin, and I knew it was shimmering around me. Every inch of me tensed, getting ready to be sucked into the white void of time and space, hoping beyond hope that I ended up where I wanted to go, and at the right time.

      As I was being pulled out of the present, flashes of Melany sped by in my mind, on a loop. It made me dizzy, making my stomach roll over like ocean waves. Then everything came to a sudden halt, and I tumbled onto the ground.

      Except, it wasn’t the green grass of the town square I had been expecting but pure darkness.

      I reached out a hand to feel the “floor”. It was definitely solid, so I didn’t have a fear of falling into some inescapable black hole of eternal existence. That would’ve sucked. However, this definitely was not the void I usually came into when time jumping. This was different. It almost felt like the dark cave from Cassandra’s vision, when we moved through dimensions.

      Creating a ball of fire, I stood, spinning around in every direction to try to orient myself. It was pitch black all around me, so I guessed I should just start walking. I picked a spot to my right, and moved that way, careful with every step, just in case I did fall off the edge of the world.

      After a few more steps, I got the sense I was emerging into a room. There was a faint glow ahead of me. Not of direct light exactly, but of substance. My eyes started to make out furniture—the outline of a four-poster bed, and a side night table. Whose room had I popped into?

      Before I could even make a guess, I was grabbed by the front of my shirt, and slammed against a wall.

      “Who the hell are you?” someone hissed into my face, pressing the tip of a sharp blade against my throat.

      Narrowing my eyes, I made out their face—sharp features, strong chin, fierce eyes, a lightning scar along one cheek, blue hair fluttering along arched eyebrows.

      “Melany?”

      She frowned, and slowly, the knife lowered from my neck. I suspected a bead of my blood was left on the tip.

      Melany finally stepped back, taking a good look at me. “I know you, right?”

      “Yeah, sort of.” I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure. “I’m Nicole. We’ve talked a couple of times.”

      Confused, she backed up even further and sat on the edge of the big bed. I must’ve woken her.

      While she processed that, I took that moment to look around the space. We were definitely in a bedroom, and it seemed eerily similar to the one I’d slept in at Hade’s Hall. Same type of furniture, same dark, rich color scheme. Where the hell were we? Had I stepped into the afterlife? Or, I supposed, Melany’s version of the afterlife?

      “I’ve had dreams about you.” She lifted her head and eyed me warily. “And I remember the two times seeing you through…”

      “A portal.”

      “Yeah, that. What’s going on?”

      It felt a bit awkward to just stand there in front of her, so I sat in the velvety chair next to a vanity table, though its presence there was weird. Melany didn’t seem like a girl to primp and pamper herself, or spend hours on her makeup. I was pretty sure she didn’t even wear it.

      “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. I don’t know why I keep opening portals to… ah, you. But I suspect it’s for a reason.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “You can open portals? Like to other places?”

      “They are usually time portals. Like, I can jump through time. Except, I don’t think what brought me to you was a jump through time, exactly.”

      “You asked me before where I was. What did you mean by that?”

      “Um…” I didn’t know how to answer that. I wasn’t sure if she knew what happened to her. Or I could be very wrong, and she was completely and utterly aware to the point of pain.

      She gestured to the room where we were. “I’m here, in this room, in Hade’s Hall, with Hades.”

      “Well,” I grimaced. “You’re not actually in Hade’s Hall.”

      She made a face, like I was an idiot. “Riiight. Of course, I am.”

      “Melany, you do know you are dead, right?”

      Laughter burst out of her. “Okay.” She shook her head. “Did Hades put you up to this? Cuz it’s not really funny.” Getting to her feet, she turned toward the bedroom door. “Hades! This isn’t funny, Babe.”

      “Do you remember the academy?”

      Her attention returned to me. “Yeah. What about it?”

      “And Lucian, Jasmine, and Georgina?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Of course, I remember my friends.”

      “Do you remember what happened to you?”

      She opened her mouth like she was going to respond, but then snapped it shut, sinking back onto the bed. Her finger slid down her cheek, dragging over her scars. I didn’t know if it was a conscious thing or if she did it reflexively.

      “Who are you again?”

      “I’m Nicole.”

      “Are you a Goddess?”

      I snorted. “Shit no, mate. I’m just a girl who went to the academy, just like you did. And a bunch of bad stuff happened to me, just like to you.”

      “You said you know Lucian?”

      “I do. He’s a decent bloke. Has bit of a stick up his ass, but other than that, I like him just fine.”

      She chuckled at that. “I think I miss him.”

      “Well, he misses you. They all do. All your friends back at the academy. I think even Hephaistos misses you. Although he won’t admit it, he’s such a grump.”

      Melany’s hand lifted to her forehead, and she began to rub it incessantly back and forth. Like she was trying to scrub away the cobwebs that covered her mind. “I’m having trouble understanding what’s going on right now.”

      My chest tightened, and I got up from the chair, sitting beside her on the bed. “Hey, me too, mate. I never know what the hell is going on. I usually just go with the flow.”

      Her gaze fixed on me, and it was intense. “Has something happened to Lucian and my friends?”

      “Yeah. They’re in trouble, and I think I’m here because you might be the only one who can save them.”

      “I’m stuck here, I think.” She frowned. “Although, I know I chose to be here. With Hades.”

      “It’s okay that you chose to be here, Melany. No one’s judging you. I’m not. Hades is fine as hell.”

      She laughed again. “You’ve met him?”

      “A couple of times. A long, long time ago though. Like three thousand years, give or take.” Confusion captured her expression once more, but I shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. It’s hard to explain.”

      Shit, all of this was difficult to explain. Even to myself.

      “So, what do you think about coming back to the academy with me?”

      Her head twitched, and she licked her lips. It looked like she was having some kind of reaction to my question. Maybe whatever had brought her here, wanted to keep her here. Whether that was an actual entity, or her own physiology. If she was truly dead, then maybe Thanatos couldn’t allow her to leave.

      Screw Death. I wanted to give it a go anyway.

      “Can I come back?” Her voice was small. It was the first time I’d heard her sound afraid or unsure. Two things I thought I’d never see from the fierce warrior everyone talked about with awe and reverence.

      Determination rushed through me, and I got to my feet, holding out my hand to her. “I don’t know. But let’s try it, eh?”

      She hesitated.

      “Only if you want to, though. I won’t force you to do something you don’t want to do. I’m one hundred percent about free will, mate.”

      After another few moments, ones where I could see she was struggling, she placed her hand in mine and stood. “Sure. Why not? I haven’t been on an adventure in a while.”

      I smiled at her, loving her bravado.

      “All right. Hold on to me. It might be a really bumpy ride.”

      I pictured the academy, the time garden specifically. My mind filled with it, and I held on to the image tightly, keeping it solid and at the forefront. All the smells and feelings I’d experienced when I was sitting near the sundial awoke, swirling around me. I saw Cade’s face smiling at me.

      The air began to thin and quiver. Little hairs on my arms rose to attention, and a feeling of vertigo settled inside my stomach, like I was lurching to the side. Then we were sucked into the void. It was black, as before, and that made me start to panic. What if I wasn’t taking us back to the academy but somewhere else, to another dimension? One we would never be able to escape?

      It felt like our bodies tumbled over and over, doing somersaults in mid-air, and I suddenly lost Melany’s hand. I couldn’t feel it in mine. Oh, Gods, what if I’d sent her spiralling into nothingness?

      What if I condemned her to a place and time that didn’t exist? Where Melany would stop existing?

      My form crashed onto a spot of soft grass near the sundial. I felt sick. I’d messed around with something that I didn’t have any business getting into, losing Melany because of it. I was never going to be able to forgive myself.

      A loud gasp broke my thoughts, and I turned my head to see Cassandra standing there, her face paler than normal. Her hand flew to her mouth as she looked at something past me.

      “Oh, my Gods! I can’t believe it.”

      Scrambling to my feet, I swiveled around, shock and relief running through me.

      There was she, standing with both hands on her hips, a bit of a scowl to her mouth.

      I’d done the unthinkable.

      I’d brought Melany home.
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      MELANY

      The darkness engulfed me like a whale swallowing water. I didn’t even have a chance to fight against it. One minute I was sitting in my room—at least I thought it was my room, I wasn’t too sure about that right now, although it looked and smelled like it, so why wouldn’t it be?—and then I was spiraling in a dark, icy void that had no sound, light, or substance.

      At first, I thought maybe I’d been walking in my sleep into the shadows to travel some place cool like Paris or Las Vegas, but it didn’t feel the same. The shadows had substance to them; I could feel them swirling around me as I moved from one to the other, yet this wasn’t the same.

      This was a void, an emptiness. Nothingness. 

      As I tumbled through the void, images of places and people flashed through my mind, second by second. A movie of my life on fast forward. Well, I thought it was my life, I mean, who else’s would it be?

      My adoptive mother appeared, Sophie, looking so cute in the flower-patterned apron she used to wear in the kitchen, and Callie Demos—who I lived with for years—in the elegant white robe I remembered her wearing during her eighteenth birthday. Images from that birthday party flipped by, stopping on a vivid memory of the shadowbox she received. To my utter shock and surprise, it had actually been for me and not her.

      I remembered opening it to find the rolled-up invitation hidden inside it. There was also the word puzzle to solve, so complicated and cryptic. At the time, it had all been exciting and scary. Something I never thought would happen to me.

      Soon, everything started whizzing by again, flashing a different picture every second, making my head hurt. This time, I saw the faces of various people. The Gods—Zeus, Aphrodite, Ares, Heracles, Hephaistos—and others, more important others. Georgina came next, quiet and shy while sitting on the floor of our dorm room. Jasmine, fierce and proud, at my side, learning to use a sword and a bow. Lucian, his beautiful smile and gorgeous eyes, making my heart skip a beat.

      Then my mind focused on one face–that of Hades, and my whole body started to vibrate. My love for him exploded inside my chest. I ached for him with every fiber of my being.

      I tried to speak his name, but no words would leave my lips. No matter how hard I fought, I couldn’t even form them in my mouth. Wanting to find him in the dark, to hold him tight for support, I attempted to reach for him but found I couldn’t lift my arm. It felt heavy, like lead, impossible to move. That made me want to scream, but I couldn't even do that. As though I had no air to fuel my voice.

      Suddenly, it all stopped, and I was spit out onto the hard, cold ground like a piece of regurgitated food.

      The hard-packed earth met my knees as I landed, a patch of green grass crunching under me. Its fresh scent invaded my nose, and before I stood, I took a minute to breathe. Nausea was making my head swim. Saliva filled my mouth, and I thought for sure I was going to vomit. After a few more deep breaths, I managed to pull my shit together, so I pushed to my feet.

      “Oh, my Gods. I can’t believe it.”

      The breathy voice came a fair distance behind me, and I spun around to see who had spoken.

      “Melany?”

      Confused, and disoriented, I stared at the girl with the long, unruly red curls. It took me a second to remember her pale oval face, to remember her name, and I felt bad because, obviously, she was overjoyed to see me. I didn’t share that emotion, at least not right in that moment.

      “Cassandra,” I said her name out loud—more for her than for me. When her eyes lit up and she smiled, I knew I’d chosen correctly.

      Her arms opened wide to embrace me and she rushed toward me. “I can’t believe it!”

      As she hugged me, I kind of felt hollow and empty. Much like the void that brought me here. Some memories and emotions were trickling into me, but it was slow going. Just a drip, drip, drip, of a leaky faucet. I wanted to feel something, if not for me, then for her, because she seemed almost devastated to see me, so I returned the embrace. Making sure I was applying the right amount of intensity.

      When Cassandra pulled back, she turned to look behind her. “How did you do this?”

      That’s when my gaze zoned in on the girl with the white stripe in her blackhair. My dealings with her all came back in a flood. Rage was the first thing to grab hold of me. It was sudden and explosive, and it might not have been the most logical emotion, considering I had no clear idea of who she was and what, if anything, she’d done to me. However, it was all I had right now, so I went with it.

      Pushing Cassandra back, I came at her, hands fisted at my sides. “What did you do to me?!”

      Instantly lifting her hands to ward me away, the girl took a few shaky steps backward. “I’m honestly not too sure. I’m utterly surprised to see you here.”

      Another wave of nausea rushed over me, making me dizzy. The feeling made me stumble sideways, and I grabbed my head. The girl, who I now remembered was named Nicole, reached out to grab my upper arm, stopping me from crashing into the stone sundial nearby.

      “You should sit down,” she offered, a hint of concern in her voice.

      I didn’t argue with her, letting her lead me to the ornate wooden bench just off the cobblestone path. Helping me sit down, she stood in front of me with Cassandra.

      “I’m pretty sure your memories are a bit wonky right now,” Nicole considered while I rubbed at my throbbing head. She wasn’t wrong.

      My memories were all jumbled in my mind. I wasn’t sure what was past or present, or even my imagination. Dreams, maybe. Long, beautiful dreams from which I’d never wanted to wake.

      Cassandra glanced at Nicole, worry pinching her freckled face. “Where did you jump to? How did you find her?”

      Nicole scrunched up her face in confusion, shrugging. “Um, not sure exactly. I was actually trying to jump back in time to the town square in Pecunia, to see if I could somehow prevent what was going to happen.”

      Images from my past exploded in my head. “Pecunia?” I bolted to my feet. “What’s happened?” Dizziness crashed onto me again and I swayed a bit. My stomach lurched. It was too much and I sat back down on the bench, my stomach churning.

      “Do you remember what I told you when you found me in your room?”

      I stared at Nicole, trying hard to recall our previous conversation. A sharp pain stabbed me behind the eyes, more memories flooding my mind like someone had turned on a tap.

      The image of her stepping out of the darkness and surprising me as I slept returned. I remembered throwing her up against the wall, pressing the blade I kept on my night table into the delicate line of her throat. Then dropping the knife when I recalled seeing her through a couple of portals—at least, that was what she had called them.

      Then I remembered what she told me about being…

      Dead.

      There was no way I was dead. I was sitting here, wasn't I? This skunk-haired girl was no necromancer. There was only one Goddess who had that power, and it was Hecate.

      An image of the Goddess’s pale, gaunt face that was mostly obscured by stringy black hair popped into my mind. Beside her stood the dark, hooded visage of Hypnos, her lover. Frowning, I rubbed my head again. More stabbing hit me behind my eyes and at my temples as the memories erupted in my brain. I’d made a deal with them, hadn’t I? And with Thanatos, the God of Death.

      My life for theirs.

      My life for the Fates’ and my friends’.

      My life for Lucian’s.

      Shit. Maybe I was dead.

      Splaying my hands in front of me, I flexed my fingers, staring at the raggedness of my nails and the dirt underneath. Hades would hate that. He’d definitely give me a manicure if he’d noticed the state of them.

      I didn’t look dead, though. I didn’t feel dead. I started to massage my forearms up to my biceps. I was corporeal, solid. Mass and muscle, blood and tears. 

      Cassandra’s brow furrowed as she stared down at me. “Are you okay, Mel?”

      My head lifted to meet Nicole’s gaze. “You said I was dead. How am I here then?”

      Cassandra’s head whipped to the side so she could glare at Nicole. “You told her she was dead?! Why would you do that?”

      “Um, yeah, it was a reflex. I was taken off guard. I didn’t think I was going to travel to… ah, wherever she was.” She shrugged. “I’m still not sure exactly where she was. It was definitely a different dimension, like when we went to Chronos’s mountain.”

      Not wanting to hear anything more, I shook my head. “Stop talking.” I felt sick to my stomach, and I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t vomit some time soon. Everything around me felt wrong. I felt wrong. In a way, I didn’t feel like I was actually in my body.

      “But, don’t you want to know—?”

      “Stop!” As I jumped to my feet, Cassandra stumbled backward. I’d obviously startled her, but I didn’t care. I needed to leave. “I don’t want to know anything. I don’t want to be here. This was a mistake.” My hand curled around Nicole’s arm, and I squeezed. “Take me back home.”

      “I, ah. I don’t know if I can,” she stammered.

      Anger flared inside me again, along with something else. Fire.

      Flames erupted from my fingers now wrapped around her arm. I tried to pull it back but it was too late. Orange and red spiraled up Nicole’s arm and I couldn’t stop it. The flames had a mind of their own.

      “Melany!” Cassandra shouted. “What are you doing?! Stop!”

      Once again, I attempted to let her go but it was almost as if my skin was fused to hers. I braced for her screams of pain, but the screams didn't come.

      Nicole’s hand covered mine, and I felt a surge of her own power, her own fire spreading over her, and our joined hands. It acted like a shield to prevent the both of us from being burned. It also calmed the anger swirling like a tornado inside me.

      “It’s all right.” She stared me in the eyes, her gaze intense yet soothing. “I know your mind and body are confused by what’s happening. Moving through space and time is beyond jarring. I know. I nearly disintegrated, like, three months ago. I understand, mate. But you need to chill out.”

      Her voice was calming as well, and I could feel my rage and fire recede until I was a trembling mess. Frustrated tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I’d faced worse than this. According to both Nicole and Cassandra, I had died. What could be more traumatizing than that?

      “I don’t feel so good.” I wobbled again, my legs weak and ineffectual. Like I was standing on two pillars of jelly.

      Nicole guided me back onto the bench, sitting down with me, but didn’t let go of me. I didn’t mind. I was thankful for the unexpected support. “You need to rest for a bit. You don’t need to figure out all this shit on your own.”

      Cassandra sat at my other side, and her hand went to my shoulder. What I remembered of her was of a shy, quiet girl with an odd disposition. She didn’t feel that way now. She seemed stronger, more self-assured. Obviously, things had changed since I’d been gone. Maybe being with Lucian helped her grow, strengthened her resolve.

      “How long have I been… gone?”

      “Almost two years,” Cassandra answered, her voice quiet and gentle.

      That took the breath from my lungs, and I slumped forward to hang my head between my knees. Panic was trying to take root inside my body but I couldn’t let it. I needed to keep my shit together so I wouldn’t lose it right now.

      Someone rubbed my back soothingly and I assumed it was Cassandra. Granted, I didn’t know Nicole, but it didn’t seem like something she would do. I’d first seen her a few days ago, I thought. I didn't know. Time didn’t seem to be playing fairly right now.

      Two years? What the hell? What had I been doing for that long?

      Maybe when you died, time ceased to exist.

      Attempting to make sense of everything, I concentrated intently on recent memories. All that came to me were images and thoughts of Hades. Of us together, but what had we been doing? That, I couldn't seem to grasp. There were no memories of trips to the beach or going to the movies, or cooking dinner together. Not that Hades would ever be up for any of that anyway. All I got was the overwhelming feeling of peace and love.

      I sat up, and my entire body started to tremble. I closed my eyes against a wave of nausea, but it was pulling me under regardless. I was going to faint.
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      NICOLE

      Melany suddenly slumped forward, like a rag doll, or a puppet without strings.

      Hurriedly, Cassandra and I grabbed her arms so she didn’t fall off the bench, face planting the hard ground. That would’ve been a horrible way to be jerked awake.

      “Did she pass out?” Cassandra asked, worry pinching her forehead into deep creases.

      I tilted Melany’s head all the way back, looking at her slack face and checking to see if she was still breathing. “Looks like it.”

      “It’s probably all too much for her body and mind to handle.”

      “Yeah, especially if she was actually dead before now.” I pressed my fingers along the delicate line of her throat to check her pulse. It was strong, thankfully.

      “What are we going to do with her? Everyone is going to freak out when they see her.”

      “That’s why we aren’t going to tell anyone.”

      Cassandra’s frown deepened. “We can’t keep her a secret.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. She’s going to be our secret weapon.”

      “Weapon for what?”

      “You know as well as I do that something happened to the others in Pecunia,” I reminded.

      “We don’t know for sure—”

      I gave her a look. “Cass… the portals are closed. The lanterns aren’t working. Something bad is going on. Lucian was on his way here but didn’t make it.”

      She sighed, worry for Lucian and the others clouding her eyes. “Yeah, okay. You’re right.”

      “And if the portals are closed, that means someone from the inside, from the academy, is in on it. The mortals don’t have that kind of power.”

      “One of the Gods?” She shook her head. “Why would they be working with an organization that is vehemently against them?”

      “Why do the Gods ever do anything? For power.”

      Or maybe revenge. That had most definitely crossed my mind.

      The Gods were infamous for their tales of petty vengeance. I’d actually witnessed a famous one when I’d taken Prometheus back to see his wife, and the consequences of his betrayal to Zeus. It hadn’t been fun to hear his wife’s cries when she realized she would never see her husband again, not knowing if he’d just been taken or executed.

      “Then, why would the group work with a God? Makes no sense.”

      “The end always justifies the means.”

      With my free hand, I rubbed at my forehead, a deep ache was starting to form there. My energy was slowly depleting. I hoped I didn’t end up like Melany, an unconscious puppet without strings.

      “Maybe they don’t even know they’re working with one. The Gods are pretty skilled at deception. I mean, we actually had a transformation class, for Pete’s sake.”

      A humorless chuckle left me. I still didn’t have solid memories of that class with Aphrodite, but my stomach would churn whenever I thought about it. Obviously, I didn’t much like it, and I didn't need clear images of it to sense that. Aphrodite had been horrible, devious, and manipulative.

      Evil, if I was truthful.

      Melany’s head lolled to the side, a quiet groan leaving her throat. At least she was moving and making noises. The last thing anyone needed was for her to go into a coma.

      “Melany?” I tapped on her cheek. “Can you hear me?”

      She groaned again, but showed no other signs of waking. I tapped her cheek, a little harder than before, but still, her eyes remained closed.

      “She needs to sleep,” I concluded. “We should get her to the academy and to my room.”

      “How are we going to get her there? It will be a bit awkward for us to carry her, and I can’t fly the both of you. Besides, how are we going to sneak her in? Everyone will see us.”

      Before I could make any suggestions, a series of excited bleeps and bloops came from the trees. Tinker rolled out into the garden, heading toward us on the cobblestone path.

      “Hello, Nicole.” He waved one of his thin metal arms in the air.

      “Tinker.” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. “How did you find me?”

      “Cade installed GPS before he left.”

      Of course Cade would do that. I nodded, but then it dawned on me on how GPS actually worked, and I wasn’t happy. “Installed it on you or me?”

      “Both of us,” he confessed with a merry timber to his robotic voice, not realizing that I was pissed off about the situation.

      Jumping to my feet, I patted my pants’ pockets and my jacket, feeling for anything out of the ordinary. Cassandra made a “oh, damn” face as she watched me squirm, but held on to Melany at the same time so she didn’t fall off the bench.

      “Cade sewed it into the band of your jeans. He wanted me to keep my eyes on you at all times.” Tinker blinked those gear eyes at me.

      I tried to remember that Cade did it because of his concern for me, and that in his mind, he didn’t see a problem with it. He was doing something good, keeping me safe. It sort of felt like a sign of distrust to me though. As if he didn’t trust me to make good decisions, or to stay out of harm’s way. Didn’t he think I could take care of myself?

      Because he wasn’t here for me to yell at, I pushed the anger away to concentrate on what needed to be done. Secretly getting Melany into the academy so she could rest and heal from her strange journey.

      Tinker rolled closer to us, his systems whirring loudly inside his cylindrical body. His metal claw hand poked Melany’s knee. “Is this Melany Richmond, the Dark Angel of Pecunia?”

      “Yup.”

      “Interesting. According to my database, she is dead.”

      “Not anymore, apparently,” Cassandra mumbled. A snide tone colored her voice, but I didn’t think it was warranted.

      I mean, it wasn’t my fault that Melany had been dead and wasn’t anymore. I didn’t force her to come back through the portal with me.

      Another set of beeps left Tinker. “I will adjust my database then, to reflect this new development.”

      “Tink, we need to get her into the academy undetected. Can you help us with that?”

      He was silent for a moment, as if in deep thought. “Yes, I believe I can help you.”

      “Okay. Hit me with your best idea, mate.”

      “We can carry her through Hephaistos’s underground tunnels into the academy.”

      Stunned, I stared at the little robot. “Excuse me? What underground tunnels?” My gaze went to Cassandra, who was also looking at Tinker with a confused furrow right between dark red eyebrows. “Did you know about these tunnels?”

      She vehemently shook her head. “Absolutely not. That is something I would have definitely told you long before now.”

      That made me doubly curious. “Why didn’t you tell me about these tunnels before, Tink?”

      His body moved as if he was shrugging his non-existent shoulders. “You never asked. It never seemed relevant until now.”

      I sighed angrily. “How can I ask you about something that I didn’t know existed?”

      “That is a good point, Nicole. I will take note of that for our future discussions.”

      “Okay, so where are these tunnels? And where do they lead? We need to get Melany inside and to my room without anyone seeing her.” I pointed at him. “And you can’t tell anyone, Tinker. You have to promise me you won’t tell anyone that Melany is here.”

      He made a bleep, then nodded his dome head once. “I promise, Nicole.”

      I patted his dome head. It was like petting a mechanical dog, but it always made him happy, so I didn’t mind. I never had a pet at home when I was a child. “Okay, mate. Now lead us to these tunnels.”

      “Right this way.” He wheeled across the dirt path toward the sundial.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered softly, frowning.

      While Tinker circled a particular stone tile, near the sundial, I returned to the bench to help Cassandra lift Melany. We got her secured between us–we each took an arm and draped it around our shoulders then half-walked, half-dragged her over to where the little robot happily spun like a crazed bronze top.

      When we got to where he was, he pointed to the stone slab. “One of the entrances is under this rock.”

      I looked down at it, then back to him, trying to keep Melany upright. “Ah, could you lift it, Tink? We kind of have our hands full at the moment.”

      “Oh, yes. Of course, Nicole. How silly of me.” His metal arms stretched out, claw hands digging along the edge of the stone tile and lifting it with ease. He dumped it to the side to reveal a black hole in the ground—the size of a manhole.

      I shuffled us over to the edge to look down into it. It was so dark, I couldn't see anything, not even a way to get inside it. Extending an arm, I instantly formed a glowing ball of orange fire in my palm, dropping it into its depths. As it fell, I caught a glimpse of a ladder leading down into the darkness. When the fire ball landed at the bottom and broke apart, I guessed the descent underground to be about ten feet.

      Cassandra shook her head. “How are we going to get her down? It’s way too narrow for me to fly her.”

      “Carefully, I guess.”

      What we settled on, instead of my snarky remark, was for one of us to go down the ladder and the other to lower Melany slowly. I opted to be the first to venture into the unknown darkness.

      Forming another orb of firelight, I let it hover just inside the hole so it would cast light along the ladder. Leaving a still unconscious Melany held up by Cassandra, I descended, stopping when I was about five rungs down and able to hold Melany around the legs as Cassandra lowered her.

      It took us over a half hour to get to the bottom of the tunnel, and it would’ve been quite comical if it wasn’t such a dire situation. I was just happy we managed not to drop Melany. That would’ve sucked big time. Dropping the Dark Angel of Pecunia almost felt like a sacrilege, especially with the way everyone spoke about her. I didn’t want to be the one on the receiving end of that kind of uproar. People at the academy were just starting to like me, I thought. I didn’t want to ruin that by breaking their most revered heroine.

      Once we were safely at the bottom, I hollered up to Tink, who had made his eyes into twin flashlights so he could illuminate us. “Can you make it down here, Tink?”

      “I believe so.” Not waiting for my response, he rolled himself into the hole and fell.

      Before he could hit the ground though, his arms shot up to grab onto the edges of the opening. A very loud, metal bang echoed when he knocked against the ladder, the sound seeming to fill the tunnel. He lowered himself to the bottom, then his arms shot back into his body.

      Laughter escaped me. I couldn’t contain it; this situation was beyond surreal and weird. It was actually quite comical, if I was honest. We were like a circus act without the big top, and I was the ring leader.

      Cassandra gave me a disparaging look. She obviously didn’t see the humor in our situation like I did.

      I shrugged. “Better to laugh, than to scream in frustration.”

      “I suppose,” she mumbled.

      The tunnel branched out into three separate paths. My gaze shifted toward the one on the right, assuming that was the logical way considering the direction it went. Yet, the obvious choice wasn't always the best choice. I had to defer to the robot’s expertise, so I didn’t get us lost and in even more trouble.

      “Which way, Tink?”

      “This way.” He pointed to the tunnel on our right, confirming my initial suspicion.

      Before he could wheel away, I made a suggestion though. “Tink, are you able to carry Melany? The trip would go a lot quicker without Cassandra and I kind of dragging her.”

      After blinking his flashlight eyes a few times, probably doing some calculations on how he could indeed carry Melany, he nodded. “Yes.”

      Our first attempt for the little robot to hold her failed, his arms weren’t flexible enough, and she tumbled to the ground. Cringing, I picked her up and draped her over his head. Tink wrapped his arms over her to secure her, then started to wheel down the passageway, the toes of her boots dragging along the ground. I desperately wanted to laugh again but refrained. 

      Cassandra gave me another of her looks.

      “What? It worked, and she’ll never know… unless you tell her.”

      “She’d maim you if she knew.”

      “Exactly, so that’s why you won’t tell her. The last thing I need is to be maimed by the Dark Angel of Pecunia. I like my guts on the inside, and I’m rather fond of all my limbs being attached properly to my body.”

      As we followed Tinker down the tunnel, I became curious about what parts of the academy we were walking under now. The dining hall? Maybe that was the first room I thought of because my stomach was growling. I also wondered where we were going to exit. It had to be somewhere hidden, not out in the open where a lot of people would normally venture. Eventually, we found out, coming to a stop at another ladder going upward.

      I climbed it to the top and ran head-first into a metal hatch. Thankfully, it was easy to open, and I slowly pushed it upward, peering through the crack. Stone and metal greeted me, yet I could hear the churning of the bellows that melted metal into liquid. It made sense that the tunnel led to Hephaistos’s forge.

      Cassandra and I dragged Melany up the ladder this time, we didn’t have any other option, so I pushed open the door and struggled through it. Once I was out, I pulled Melany with me, laying her on the warm stone ground of the lower level of the forge. A surge of relief coursed through me since we’d made it that far, but that quickly changed when a large shadow loomed over me.

      The Forge God’s scowling face bore down on me, his gaze shifting to Melany’s unconscious form.

      He sighed. “What in hell did you go and do, girl?”
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      CADE

      My impromptu speech about the validity of the Demigods in the town square had definitely not gone well. I had underestimated the enemy and their sway on the good and decent people of Pecunia. Obviously, there was a lot of anger to capitalize on swirling around town.

      My gaze raked across the large gathering of people in search of Jasmine and the others. We all needed to get the hell out of there. When our eyes met, I knew she was thinking the same thing. Grabbing Mia’s hand, she started to push their way out of the crush of the murmuring crowd.

      The men in black fatigues were shouting for people to go their website and find the truth about the Gods and Demigods. Everyone in front of me started to murmur concerns and questions to each other. None of it sounded hopeful. It was time for us to leave before it got out of hand. An angry mob was dangerous, even to a Demigod.

      My wings unfurled, which drew some surprised gasps from people in the crowd who were nearby. When I took to the sky, the shouts from the men instigating the crowd followed me upward.

      “Get him!”

      “Don’t let him get away!”

      As I got higher, I saw the others also take to the sky. More shouts came from the humans. The next moment, two men in black raised what looked like a large metal pipe and shot something into the air, toward Rosie and Ren, who were trying desperately to get away. It unraveled in the sky, revealing a net with weighted anchors at all four corners. Yet, it was like no net I’d ever seen.

      It covered Rosie, crushing her wings, and she dropped to the ground, entangled in the thick line that looked like metal wire. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get free of it.

      My heart sank into my gut.

      We were not going to make it out of here without a fight.

      Extending my arms to my sides, I opened my hands wide and fire ignited along my fingers. Screams echoed across the square. Rightly so. I probably looked like a demon ready to scorch everything to the ground.

      “He’s going to kill us all!” someone shouted from the crowd.

      I had no doubt it was one of the mob instigators, and it definitely had the desired effect—people started to push and shove at each other to get out of the square. Alarm swept over the multitude. An older woman fell to the ground, and several people step on her instead of helping her up to her feet as they should have. The ensuing panic also made it more difficult for me and the others to pinpoint the right targets among the chaos.

      Georgina flew over to me. “What should we do?”

      “Get out of here, no doubt. But we can’t leave Rosie.”

      My gaze lowered to find that she was still under the net, helplessly pinned against the pavement. It reminded me of a video I once saw, where an owl had been ensnared in a barbed wire fence. It had taken three people hours to cut the wire and free the bird, and they had done that with care and concern. One of the men in black stood near Rosie, probably to keep her from getting free. He was definitely not there to help her. There was no care or concern on his face.

      “You go distract him so I can get her out of that net.”

      She nodded, and we swooped down toward the street near the square, where Rosie had landed. The man guarding her looked up at us as we approached, a look of abject terror on his face.

      Good. I wanted him to be scared. He was smart to be.

      Swooping toward him, Georgina grabbed the back of his shirt with her metal arm and lifted him into the air. His shouts echoed across the square while she carted him off down the street, and I landed next to Rosie. When she saw me, she pushed against the mesh to try to get out, but her struggle just seemed to tangle her up even more. It was like her trap was activated by her movements.

      “It feels strange,” she informed. “Not like normal netting.”

      “Okay, stay still, I’m going to try and burn it off you.”

      My hands were already on fire, so I slowly lowered them down onto the net, careful to stay as far away from her skin as I could. I didn’t know how strong her fire power was, and I didn’t want to burn her.

      Rosie was right. The netting did feel strange.

      Back home, in Canada, I’d used lots of different types for fishing, yet this material didn’t resemble anything like that. My first assessment of it being some kind of metal had been correct, but again, it was no metal I’d handled before. It didn’t melt under the extreme heat of the flames I’d produced in my hands. The only metal I knew that had an extremely high heat resistance was tungsten. It was possible that it was part of the alloy that made up the strings on the netting.

      I tried harder, increasing the level and intensity of my fire, yet the netting didn’t melt, not even a little. There was something definitely different about the material used to make it, and I had a sense that maybe it wasn’t manufactured by human hands. If only Hephaistos was here. He would most likely be able to identity what we were dealing with, and likely be able to burn it to ash.

      “I can’t burn it.” Panic rising, my heart pounded in my chest as I snuffed out my flames and tried to tear the netting apart. I made some headway, I could put my hand through the hole, but it wasn’t big enough to get Rosie out… and I was running out of time.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw several men in those same black fatigues running in our direction. One of them was armed. They were not going to get a second chance to kill me. Whipping around, my hands lit up again, and I fired a large ball of orange fire toward the bandits. It landed right in their path, shooting sparks and bits of flame onto them.

      Shouting in surprise, they each stopped in their tracks to pat out the embers that had sizzled on their clothes.

      I didn’t want to leave Rosie, but I couldn’t stay as I would either kill one of them or be killed in the process. “Rosie, stay down. Do what they say. I will be back.”

      “Don’t leave me, Cade!” she whimpered, still struggling under the weight of the net and getting even more tangled.

      The desperate sound of her voice pierced my psyche, but I couldn’t do anything for her. Not now. I needed to incapacitate these men thugs first, if I could. I really didn’t want to kill anyone, though I would if it came down to self-preservation or protecting one of my crew. If they pushed me… I would push back.

      After the bandits put the flames out, they advanced on me again. Rising into the air, I formed more fire balls in my hands and flung them at them as they ran toward me; I managed to stop two of them. One of my shots hit a man in the leg, setting his pants on fire, yet another swiftly grabbed him and threw him to the ground to snuff the fire. The bandit with the gun aimed his weapon at me.

      Before he could fire it though, Jasmine swooped down from the sky and swung her sword at the man, knocking the gun from his hand. She looked like a warrior Goddess, which I supposed she was in essence. He cried out, likely in pain as blood splattered onto the ground, and he clutched his wounded hand to his chest.

      I didn’t have any sympathy for him. He was lucky Jasmine hadn’t severed his hand from his arm, and I suspected the fact that she didn’t, was deliberate. She had great aim and had mastered the sword. If she wanted him to be an amputee, he most definitely would be.

      “Where are the others?” I urgently asked when we landed.

      “I saw Marek, Jia, and Ren heading out of town, toward Kios and the portal. Mia and Georgina are over at the temple, trying to calm the people down.”

      “Good. What about Charlotte, Ezra, and Diego?”

      “I don’t know. I lost sight of them in the chaos.”

      “Okay, help me get Rosie loose, then we will go looking for them.”

      Together, we returned to where Rosie still laid trapped under the net. When she saw us, she perked up. Taking hold of one side, Jasmine’s hands ignited.

      “It won’t burn, I’ve tried it. It’s some kind of strange metal that I’ve never seen before.”

      “Get back, Rosie.” Jasmine lifted her sword above her and sliced it down along the netting. It didn’t cut it like she’d expected. That was more evidence to me that this trap was not made by mortal hands. Some kind of magic had been involved, but whose magic? And what was it doing in the hands of these insurgents?

      “Can we tear it?”

      “I couldn’t do much on my own, but maybe together we can make a big enough hole for her to get through.”

      Each of us gripped a side and pulled at the net as hard as we could. At first, it didn’t give, but then the threads started to fray, the holes getting wider. As we worked on it, pulling and yanking with everything we had, the sound of approaching trucks filled the square. I turned to see what was coming our way and recognized the SUV that carried the men who shot me, and killed Tom.

      “We need to go. Now.”

      Calling every reserve of energy I had to the surface, I tore at the metal netting with Jasmine until we had a hole big enough that we were able to grab Rosie’s arms. It was tight, but we managed to get most of her body out of it. Unfortunately, her wings were still entangled, the wire wrapping around her feathers and the cartilage that anchored them. There was no way we could untangle her before the men were on us.

      “Can you retract your wings, Rosie?”

      “I’ve been trying to.” Tears rushed down her cheeks. Her desperation raked over my skin, making my stomach clench.

      The sound of car doors slamming reached me, followed by the gruff, angry voices of several men. We had a few minutes before they were on us, and I knew without a doubt that they were armed and dangerous. They would not hesitate to shoot and kill us.

      I looked at Jasmine, and to the sword she had sheathed. Her brow furrowed, and I saw the panic in her eyes, she knew what I was going to ask but shook her head. “There has to be another way.”

      At first Rosie looked from me to Jasmine, confused, but when Jasmine set her hand on the hilt of her sword, it quickly dawned on her what had to be done to get her free. More tears streamed from her eyes.

      “No, please! You have to try something else.”

      Before I could tell her that we’d run out of options, and there was no time to discuss it, a shot rang in the air. The bullet slammed into the concrete near my feet, sending shards of cement to scatter over my boots. I had a sense that had been a warning shot, and the next one wouldn’t miss.

      “Do it, Jasmine!”

      She withdrew the sword, raised it above her head and brought it down. With two quick slices, most of Rosie’s wings fluttered to the ground—the feathers still tangled with the netting. Her screams were piercing and sent a cold shiver down my back. Swiftly grabbing her around the waist, I yanked her out of the tatters of the trap and shot up into the air. Jasmine quickly followed us, just as another bullet whizzed by and pierced the tree that had been next to us.

      Two more seconds on the ground and that bullet would’ve gone through me, and possibly Rosie. They would’ve literally killed two birds with one stone.

      We soared into the sky, my wings flapping hard until the square below us was just a tiny shape. Rosie’s tears didn’t stop but she hadn’t made another sound beyond her initial screams. I didn’t want to look into her eyes, I didn’t want to see the horror in them, or the anger at what I’d asked Jasmine to do. Even though it was the only way to save her life, it was like a knife to the heart.

      I held her a little tighter, a little closer, my thoughts on consoling her, but I had a sense that it was as much for me as it was for her.
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      NICOLE

      “Well, I, ah,” I couldn’t help but stutter, “brought Melany back from wherever she went all those years ago. Obviously.”

      Hephaistos looked like he was going to snap my neck.

      I didn’t think it was bad to resurrect Melany, sort of speak. I mean, I was sure everyone would thank me once they found out. Especially Melany’s friends, Jasmine, Georgina, and Lucian. Maybe I’d end up being some kind of hero. Maybe they’d erect a statue of me on the academy grounds. Maybe at the center of the maze, next to the gazebo. That would be wicked cool.

      Thinking of Lucian made me glance at Cassandra, wondering what she thought about the whole thing. I really didn’t want to put a hitch in her relationship with him, so I hoped Melany’s reappearance didn’t do that. If it did, then Lucian was a jerk. Then again, I wasn’t fully briefed on the whole situation. It was probably a lot more complicated than I could ever imagine.

      Hephaistos shook his big head again. “You can’t mess around with… with this stuff. It’s dangerous.”

      “The Gods mess around with this stuff all the time. Including you. So don’t give me some lame lecture on bloody ethics.”

      Cassandra gaped at me, probably trying to work out how I was able to talk smack to the big, scary-looking God. Sometimes I wondered that myself.

      Tinker, who had finally pulled himself up out of the hole, bleeped and blooped in agreement. At least I assumed he agreed with me. He’d never not done so. The little robot had always been on my side, even when I might not deserve his allegiance.

      “Why? Why did you bring her back?” He sounded absolutely agonized over the whole thing. Did he want her to still be dead or something? Why would he, or anyone, want that?

      “It wasn’t exactly planned. I was looking for a way to go back in time to stop the attack on the temple in Pecunia, and ended up in… in the afterlife, where Melany just happened to be hanging out. I asked her if she wanted to come back to the academy and she said yes.” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Can we just move on from this? We need help taking her to my room in secret so she can rest. No one can know she’s here.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      Shaking my head at him, I huffed. “Do you even know what’s going on around you? We’re under attack.”

      “By who?”

      “The mortals.”

      He snorted. “You overestimate the threat of a few unruly men.”

      “Maybe, but I’m sure they have help from someone in the academy.” At his surprised look, I added, “All the portals were mysteriously closed. No one can get out in or out. Including the group Prometheus sent to Pecunia to investigate the anti-god doings at the temple.”

      “Which means Lucian, Jasmine, Gina, Cade, Ren, Charlotte, Rosie, Diego, Marek, Ezra and Jia are all stuck there, and probably in danger,” Cassandra stressed the last part, anchoring a hand to her hip.

      By the way she held herself, it was clear she was getting angry, and I’d come to realize over the past year or so that it took a lot for her to be furious.

      “What portals did you try?” Hephaistos asked.

      “The water portal in the cave,” I offered, “and the one in the time garden that goes to Paris.”

      Scratching the prickly scruff on his chin, he considered it. “Okay, I’ll help you move Melany, and then I will check on a few other portals.”

      “You have secret portals, don’t you?”

      His scowl deepened but he didn’t bother answering me. I shouldn’t have been surprised. I imagined all the Gods had their secret ways in and out of the school. Cassandra showed me the one Hades had used after he’d been prohibited from entering the academy. It just went to show there was always a work around, which was what I hoped to prove with Melany on our side.

      That was why we needed to keep her hidden and secret. Whoever had been helping the mortals couldn’t know about her resurrection. They shouldn’t know we could move through realms without the use of the portals.

      As if she’d heard her name, Melany groaned, then rolled over onto her back. I crouched next to her and tapped her cheek again. “Melany? Can you hear me?”

      Another groan left her, and she mumbled something.

      I leaned in closer to her mouth so I could hear what she was saying.

      “Hades…” she muttered lowly.

      “Is she dreaming?” Cassandra asked, concern making her voice go up a few octaves.

      “I don’t know. I guess. I mean, I’ve never brought someone back from the dead before, so I don’t know how they would behave in this situation.”

      Melany mumbled yet again. I went to give her a shoulder a shake, to rouse her, but her eyes snapped open, startling me. Except, they weren’t blue, like I’d expected, but fully black and almost liquid. Then her entire body self-combusted into flames.

      “Bloody hell!” I catapulted myself backward, landing on my ass a few feet away before her fire could consume me.

      “What’s happening?!” Cassandra jerked backward as well.

      Hephaistos just stood there, staring without saying anything.

      Maybe this wasn’t as strange to him as it was to us. He was a God, after all, and the only two Gods he seemed to hang out with were Demeter and Dionysus, so I imagined he’d seen some crazy shit over the past three thousand years or so. Dionysus was infamous for his parties in the past, and according to a few people at the academy, in the present as well.

      Before I could answer her—well, give her a non-answer because I didn’t know a damn thing—electrical sparks emitted from Melany’s body. She looked like one of those static, electricity balls, full of red lightning.

      It was horrifying, especially when she rose off the ground, and then lifted into the air as if attached to invisible strings. Her wings weren’t even out. She was levitating high above us, on fire, shooting electricity everywhere. Soon, there was a black mist surrounding her too, yet it almost looked like it was actually emanating from her—oozing out of her pores. Maybe it was. A lot of people talked about how she’d been born to darkness. Made from it.

      I had to duck when one errant bolt crackled across the room toward me, and I really hoped that hadn’t been intentional. That this was just Melany’s subconscious defense systems going haywire and not a deliberate attack on me.

      “What should we do?” Cassandra had her hands up to shield her eyes from the bright white flashes that zipped through the cavernous room.

      “I don’t know.”

      More lightning zipped through the space. One bolt hit one of the stone tables near the large furnace, splitting it in half with a deafening crack.

      “Someone better do something.” Hephaistos grunted. “Before she destroys my entire forge.”

      I scrunched my face at him. “You’re a God, can’t you do something?”

      With a roll of his big brown eyes, he hobbled over to one of his work benches, snatched a large block of iron, then hobbled over to the molten metal stream meandering in the ducts along the stone floor. He dipped the iron into it with his hand, curls of steam rising from the pit before he pulled it out—the iron now soft and pliable. Twisting his hands, he fashioned what looked like a pair of manacles, then closed his eyes, clutching them in both hands. Soon, a soft golden glow emanated from them.

      He limped back to where Cassandra and I stood, watching Melany float in the air like the Dark Angel of Pecunia, the icon she’d been crowned.

      I was awe struck. I’d never seen something more terrible and beautiful at the same time.

      “Step back,” Hephaistos demanded, lifting his arm over his head.

      He threw them at Melany as hard and fast as he could, which was pretty damn hard and fast. At first, I thought they were just going to smack her in the forehead and knock her out, instead they whipped around her, creating a kind of slightly golden ring.

      “What’s supposed to happen?” I asked.

      Before he could answer, although I suspected he wasn’t actually going to, Melany’s arms lowered from her sides to behind her back, and the manacles slapped themselves around her wrists. It looked like she’d been arrested by some giant, invisible bobbie. The moment her hands were secure, the flames snuffed out, as did the electricity. Those elements must’ve been the things suspending her in the air, because she immediately dropped to the ground like a lead weight.

      Before she could hit the unyielding stone floor and break something, Hephaistos caught her.

      “Holy shit.” I gaped. “What did you just do?”

      “I infused the manacles with a binding spell. It cut off her power.”

      Melany’s eyes fluttered open again, thankfully, this time they were normal. Her face scrunched up in confusion. “Hephaistos?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “What are you doing in my dreams?”

      “You’re not dreaming, girl. You are really here in my forge, back at the academy.”

      She shook her head. “No. That’s not possible.” She started to struggle in his arms, which was difficult to do considering her hands were in cuffs behind her back. It didn’t stop her though, and she twisted back and forth trying to get her hands free. “What’s going on? Let me go!”

      Instead of complying, Hephaistos pressed his thumb to her forehead. “Go to sleep.”

      And she did. Immediately sagging in his arms like a rag doll.

      “This is why you don’t mess around with this stuff.” He grunted at me.

      My hands lifted in defense. “Hey, I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You should’ve known better, Nicole.” He carried Melany across the forge floor. “You should’ve left her where she was.”

      Frowning, I followed behind him. “Where are you taking her? My room is up the stairs.”

      “I’m taking her to my quarters. She’ll be safer there than in your room.”

      Part of me wanted to argue, but in reality, he was right. She was safer down here, tucked away and out of sight. Plus, if she did the weird, yet dangerous, Dark Angel thing again, no one would get hurt. Well, besides me and Cassandra, and possibly Hephaistos. I mean, Melany did kill Zeus. It was obvious she still had that kind of power in her.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t hope that she did have all that power still when I convinced her to return to the academy. I truly believed she was our secret weapon. Once she’d rested and was coherent, I would bring her up to date on the situation, and how we could get to Pecunia to find Cade and the others, of course. Until then, I could keep my promise to Cade, and find out who was behind the insurrection… and what exactly they wanted.
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      After we picked up Mia and Gina at the temple, we regrouped in the woods just outside of the town proper. When I set down with Rosie, Jasmine, Gina and Mia also landed next to us. Mia immediately grabbed Rosie from me, setting her down on the ground so she could take a look at her damaged wings.

      Glancing around at the others who huddled together just inside the tree line, I realized there were a couple people missing. “Where are Ezra and Jia?”

      “We all scattered when the SUVs arrived with a bunch of new men,” Ren explained. “Charlotte and I barely got out of there. I saw Ezra for a second, and then it was like he just vanished.”

      Marek’s hands fisted and he took a step forward. “We need to go back for them. Now.” The air around him instantly got cold. His dominant power must’ve been water, and he was cooling the water molecules around him with his anger. I wondered if he could freeze a person if he was pissed off enough. I didn’t really want to find out.

      “I agree, but we need to reassess the situation first and make a solid plan.”

      I didn’t think he liked that because the air around me started to chill. He’d been bucking against my authority from the get-go; I really hoped it wouldn’t become a huge problem that got someone else injured or lost. We had to stick together; it was the only way out of this.

      “We’re wasting time standing here, talking,” he challenged.

      Jasmine came to stand beside me. “Cade is right, Marek. We need to make a plan first.”

      “If Lucian was here—”

      “He would agree with Cade,” Gina assured from where she sat next to Jia. She was helping Mia heal Rosie as best as they could.

      Luckily, Jasmine had been precise with her sword and hadn’t hit any major bones in Rosie’s wings. She’d lost mostly feathers and some cartilage. The feathers could grow back; I wasn’t sure about the cartilage. Maybe if we were able to get her to Chiron, he would most definitely have some kind of ointment or potion to aid with new growth.

      Marek smirked, but didn’t say anything else.

      My eyes roamed everyone’s tired, and anxious faces. I was definitely out of my element here. This was the first time I’d lead an army. When faced with danger all the other times—which seemed like every month since Nicole had come back—Lucian had been in charge for the most part.

      He’d led the offensive to the Corpse King’s cave to rescue Nicole, on my intel though, still, he’d been the one to mobilize the troops. But Lucian was not here. If them netting Rosie was any indication of their plan, Lucian had most likely been taken by the militant group. They’d quite possibly captured Ezra and Jia as well. At least, I hoped they’d been taken, and weren’t lying injured or dead somewhere on the streets of Pecunia. That was something we needed to find out.

      “Okay, we are going to split up into two groups. One group will head to the portal in Kios, and get back to the academy to tell Prometheus what is going on. And obviously, we need to get Rosie to Chiron. The other team will go back into Pecunia and search for Ezra, Jia, and Lucian. They have most likely been captured.”

      Marek’s fists relaxed, so it seemed he wasn’t resistant to my plan. He nodded. “I want to be on that team.”'

      “Okay, so team Pecunia will be me, Marek…”

      Jasmine lifted her sword. Ren lifted his hand.

      “Jasmine, Ren…”

      Charlotte took a step forward. “I can be useful. I can move through the shadows, not as well as Melany was able to, but I might be able to hide us on the streets.”

      I nodded to her. “That’s great. We’ll need that. So, the rest of you, Gina, Mia, and Diego, you get Rosie back to the academy.”

      “I can stay and fight,” Georgina offered.

      “I know, but since someone has to carry Rosie, it would be best to have two of you on point as you fly to Kios. These men are not afraid to shoot at us while we’re in the sky. That’s how I got shot.”

      “Do you still have your phone?” Georgina asked, referencing the prepaid cell phones we had bought when we arrived.

      “Yeah,” I replied after checking my back pocket. Thankfully, it hadn’t fallen.

      “Good.” She nodded. “We’ll call you when we reach the portal.”

      “Stay safe.”

      “You too.”

      Mia went to Jasmine and they hugged.

      “Keep Rosie safe,” Jasmine said to her.

      Once Mia returned to Georgina’s side, Georgina picked up Rosie, wrapping her metal arm around her securely, and lifted them into the air. Mia and Diego followed. We all watched them rise higher and higher into the sky, until they disappeared over the treetops.

      When they were gone, I turned to the others. They all looked at me expectantly, and my guts tightened. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this, I could be leading them all to their deaths. I wished with all my heart that Nicole was here to literally hold my hand and say something encouraging.

      She’d be all like, “You can do it, mate. You’re the smartest bloke here.”

      Smart. That’s how we had to do this. We couldn’t go flying back, hands blazing with hell fire, and swords swinging. We had to do it so they didn’t see us coming. We had to sneak back into town.

      After a brief discussion, we all flew to the edge of town, landing in an alley behind a row of townhouses. So far, we hadn’t been spotted. At least, we were operating on that assumption. It was quite possible someone had been looking out their kitchen window, spotted us, then called one of the men in the mob.

      I looked at Charlotte. “Okay, you’re on.”

      We all had a bit of shadow skill, it was one of the core classes taught by Erebus, but it was a hard one to master. A person had to have darkness already inside them to be able to fully use and travel through the shadows. I hoped Charlotte could deliver on that promise.

      Closing her eyes, she stretched her arms out toward the shadowed fences of the townhouses. At first, I didn’t think anything was going to happen, but then I saw the darkness vibrate and move. After a few more minutes, it shrouded us, so we would be invisible to the naked eye.

      “Good work, Charlotte,” I offered. “Now, let’s see if we can move with it.”

      Huddled together, we walked down the alleyway. The shadows undulated around us, as if they were living, breathing things. The notion sent a shiver down my back, but they hadn’t dissipated or gone slithering back to the corners they were drawn from by Charlotte, so I was pleased.

      We wouldn’t get far if we were out in the open. I had no doubt that the insurgents had gathered more members from the crowd they stirred up in the square. We had to be cautious even around regular townspeople. At this point, we had no way of identifying who was friend or who was foe.

      “This is too slow,” Marek said, as we crept out of the alley and around the corner to head toward the town square. “They’ll have gone by now and we won’t be able to find the others.”

      “It’s not ideal, but it’s all we got right now. We can’t risk exposing ourselves,” I countered, growing tired of his constant push back about everything I suggested.

      “Coward,” he muttered under his breath, although I suspected he knew I would hear it, as would the others. Marek was anything but subtle, especially when it came to how he felt about me.

      Before we could go any farther, Jasmine stopped in her tracks and grabbed Marek by the front of his shirt. “You need to shut your mouth. You have no idea what kind of courage Cade has. He went toe to toe with the Corpse King on several occasions, even risking his life to save Nicole. And honestly, he saved all of us when we were nearly erased from existence. So please, do everyone a favor and quit your whining. We have no time for babysitting you.”

      She released her hold on him with a little push back, and the surprised look on his face gave me a bit of pleasure.

      I had to tamp down the urge to turn to Jasmine and shake her hand for sticking up for me. Instead, I just nodded a thanks, and pointed toward the street we needed to cross.

      By the time we reached the town square, I could tell Charlotte was fatigued and barely functioning. Ren’s arm was wrapped around her shoulder for support. It looked like he was keeping her upright. Honestly, I was surprised she’d been able to hold onto our cover for this long. It was a hard skill to control properly.

      Just in case, we stayed glued to the side of the outlet mall on the edge of the plaza and Melany’s statue, which had been defaced and damaged. There were still a smattering of people here and there. My attention fell on three men in black fatigues, who were having an intense discussion.

      “We need to get closer,” I suggested, looking over at Charlotte. She was sagging against Ren. “Charlotte, you can release the shadows. We’ll figure it out from here.”

      “I can keep them together,” she muttered.

      “Would it be easier if you just had to hide two people instead of five?”

      She nodded. “Probably.”

      “Okay, you and I will move out toward the square.”

      Reaching for her, I took her arm to support her. With a sigh, she released the cover around the group. I squeezed her arm. “I’ll try to help you. My shadow skill is rusty, but it might be enough.”

      “Okay.”

      Together, we pulled at the shadows in the corners until we were both hidden from view. Silently, we made our way out from the side of the building and walked toward the men in fatigues. If anyone looked our way, they’d see, basically, just a darkened spot on the ground. It would look odd, but not enough so they would investigate it further. Maybe it was just a cloud in the sky casting a shadow along the grassy knoll.

      As we got closer, I could hear their conversation.

      “How many more are there?” the one with a shaved head and tattoos asked the others.

      “Not sure. I didn’t get a good count. Four maybe five.”

      “Once Mark gets his hands on the ones we’ve captured, we’ll know everything we need to know,” the biggest of the three men assured, a sort of glee casting his face.

      They were talking about torturing our people, and he seemed to be happier than a pig in shit about it. My hands clenched into fists, and I had to suppress the fire that boiled just below the surface of my skin. Maybe if we got a bit closer, I could incapacitate all three of the men. Then we could do our own interrogation.

      We were about to cross the street toward them, when the cell phone in my pocket chimed to life. All three men’s heads swiveled in our direction. Shit. We were busted. There was no way they didn’t hear that, and didn’t see the waver in the air that our invisibility caused.
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      My stomach roiled over as my cell phone kept ringing. I couldn’t get to it fast enough.

      Alerted and on guard, the three men started moving toward where Charlotte and I stood, camouflaged within the shadows. It wouldn’t be long before they realized what was going on here. I had a sense that they had been prepped about our powers. Possibly even knew about our ways to conceal ourselves in the darkness. They knew what to expect. Hence, the surprise reveal of their magical net that took down Rosie.

      Not for the first time, I wondered what other devices they had at their disposal to combat our powers.

      Pulling out the phone, I realized Gina was calling, but pressed the do not accept call button—hoping that in doing so, I wasn’t ignoring an emergency distress call from the other party. We had our own emergency. I hoped that they were just calling to say they’d reached the portal and were going through it.

      Unfortunately, something deep in my gut, told me that wasn’t likely, and something else had gone wrong.

      Right now, I had to protect Charlotte and myself from getting a bullet through our brains or other vital organs.

      “We need to move,” I whispered in her ear. “Can you still hold onto the shadows?”

      “I’ll try.” She sounded weary, like she was barely holding on—maybe she’d oversold her ability to manipulate the shadows.

      Together, we moved back and to the right, so the three men would continue on their straight path and miss us altogether. It probably would’ve worked if my cell phone hadn’t chimed again. I mentally kicked myself for not putting it on silent the first time it rang.

      The taller guy turned his head our way, scowling. “Didn’t Mark say that they can create darkness or some shit?”

      “Yeah, shadows he said.” A shorter one nodded, peering in our direction.

      The taller one drew his gun and pointed it in our direction. “Just in case.”

      Before he could fire, I moved toward him like a flash. The shadows shielding me dissipated, leaving me out in the open, but he didn’t have a chance to react. My hand wrapped around the barrel of his gun, and focusing all my fire power into it, I melted it in seconds.

      “Holy shit!” he shouted and pulled the trigger in reflex, but it didn’t have any affect as I had already melted the bullet inside the cartridge. The only thing that came out the end of the barrel was molten lead.

      The others drew batons from their belts and started toward me. As one swung the black plastic rod at my head, I spun around and swept him with my leg. He dropped to the ground, just as the other goon tried to attack me. He didn’t get a chance. Jasmine, Marek, and Ren swooped in from the sky. Ren kicked him in the face, the baton falling when the guy stumbled to his left.

      When the tall one finally let the molten gun go, he slid out a knife from his belt and tried to stab me in the gut. Thankfully, I had been expecting another attack and was quick enough to sidestep him. I moved around him and wrapped my arm around his neck. He switched his hold on the knife and tried to stab me in the face, but I blocked it, grabbing his hand and bending it backward.

      “Drop it or I will break your wrist,” I warned, really hoping he’d make the smart move.

      He didn’t. Instead, he tried to lift his other hand.

      The snapping of his wrist bone reverberated around us, making my stomach churn. He cried out, and the sounds of his pain made me want to retch. He’d given me no choice, I had to resolve that in my mind.

      “I told you to drop it.”

      I squeezed him around the neck harder, cutting off his air supply. I had no intention of killing him, I just wanted him unconscious. Within a few minutes, his knees gave out and he sagged against me. I lowered him to the ground and settled him onto his side—I was treating him more kindly than he would have treated me, but it just wasn’t in me to be cruel when I didn’t have to be.

      Once I’d taken care of him, I looked around at the others. Jasmine and Marek had the other two men incapacitated and on the floor. One guy was rolling around, groaning and holding his bloody face. I imagined he had a broken nose and probably some loose teeth. Ren was checking on Charlotte to see if she was okay. We’d also acquired a small audience. They were all looking at us like we were the boogeymen coming to terrorize their children. Although the bandits had been the ones to attack us, we were considered the aggressors.

      “They’re going to kill us like they did Tom!” the one with the broken nose yelled around a mouth full of blood, which he spat out onto the ground. The glob landed near my boot.

      Our audience didn’t like the sound of that, and one woman pulled her child to her side. As if we were going to snatch the kid and devour it or something.

      “We didn’t kill anyone,” I assured them, even when I knew it was pointless. “Tom was shot by his own men because he didn’t want to be a part of their dangerous movement anymore. He was going to tell me who’s behind their violent group… None of us even have guns. But they do.” I gestured to the weapon one of them had strapped to his belt. I was surprised he hadn’t pulled it yet. Maybe he had more smarts than the other guy, who still lay unconscious on the ground nearby.

      Since the guy seemed to be a talker more than the other two, I loomed over him, hoping he’d answer my questions. “Where did you take our friends?”

      “Piss off, freak,” he mumbled.

      Taking one of the healing bags from Jasmine, I took out some gauze, and handed it to him so he could staunch the flow of blood from his nose. If he answered at least one question, I would give him some pain elixir.

      At first, he refused it, but when I tossed it to him, he quickly picked it up and put it to his nose.

      “Where did you take our friends? I know your group kidnapped them.”

      He just glared at me.

      “I’ll give you something for the pain if you answer me.”

      By the way he sneered at me, I knew he was about to say something derogatory, but didn’t get a chance before Marek kicked him in the face, knocking him back onto the ground to cry out in pain. “Answer the question!” Marek screamed at him.

      I grabbed Marek’s arm and pulled him away. “That’s not how we’re doing this. We’re not going to be like them.”

      “He’s not going to answer your questions, Cade. Why would he?”

      I was going to argue with him, but honestly, he was right. Why would this guy tell us anything? He wasn’t going to gain anything by doing that. He’d be betraying his group, and after what happened to Tom, maybe he understood the consequences of that. If the situation had been reversed, I wouldn’t answer them either. It was obvious this guy needed a little motivation.

      I whirled back around and marched over to the guy. He’d sat up by now, and had the gauze shoved up his nose to stop the blood. So far, it seemed to be working. I opened the healing back and took out the small ampoule of pain elixir. I showed it to him.

      “This can stop any pain you’re having. It will also speed up your healing. I’ll give it to you if you give me some answers.”

      “I don’t know anything. I swear.” His voice shook, and I thought he was telling me the truth, that he didn’t know. He was probably low rank in the group and didn’t have the info, likely for this exact situation. A soldier and nothing more. Much like a lot of us were trained to be at the academy. Trained to attack and defend, nothing more.

      Stepping back from him as he continued to cower on the ground, I tossed him the pain medicine. 

      “He’s a lying piece of shit.” Marek took that moment to another charge at him, but I stepped in his way.

      “I believe him.”

      Marek shook his head. “This is bullshit, Cade.”

      Before I could respond to him or do anything else, sirens rang in the area, approaching the scene. We needed to get out of there. A couple of thugs we could deal with, but a few police officers were another matter. I wasn’t willing to have that kind of fight on our hands.

      “We need to leave,” I ordered.

      “What do we do with them?” Jasmine gestured to the three men, two of them were still sitting on the ground, injured, while the third was just starting to regain consciousness.

      “Nothing.”

      Marek sneered, telling me his anger was getting the better of him.

      Part of me wondered if his fury was because of Jia. She’d been taken, and maybe there was something between them that I didn’t know about. I wasn’t about to ask, because it wasn’t my business, but I would definitely keep it in mind for the future—and how to deal with him.

      I would probably behave the same way if I thought Nicole was in danger. Hadn’t I nearly lost my mind when she’d been taken by the Corpse King?

      The sirens grew louder. They were definitely getting closer. We had to leave now or risk the chance of getting into an altercation with the police. In the past, the academy had been on friendly terms with the local law enforcement, but that would most definitely change if they thought we were a danger to Pecunia’s citizens.

      I just hoped that when they arrived, one of the witnesses who were still milling about told them the truth—that we had been provoked and attacked first. That we could’ve really hurt these men, but instead, walked away. Well, flew away in our case.

      “Let’s go. We will figure out another way to find our friends.”

      We unfurled our wings, getting ready to take to the air, but before we could take off, the guy with the broken nose got to his feet. He took a step toward me. “Your friends aren’t in town. They would have been taken to a place outside, in the woods.”

      “What place?” When he pressed his lips together, I towered over him. “What place?”

      “There’s an old, abandoned stone fort not far from here.”

      I nodded but didn’t thank him. He didn’t deserve it. “You can get out of this, you know. I had a feeling Tom was planning to before someone in your group shot and killed him. You can get out before it goes too far.”

      Although, in my mind, it had already gone there. People had been hurt, someone had died, our people taken, and who knew what was being done to them. Still, I had to try to make this better. This guy could do the right thing and leave the group, he could save himself, and maybe in doing so, save someone else. Maybe even one of us.

      My wings began to flap, lifting me into the air. The others rose as well. Once in the sky, I took out my cell phone and returned Georgina’s call. “Sorry I couldn’t answer right away. We were under attack.”

      “Is everyone okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, for now. Are you at the portal, ready to go through?”

      “Well, that’s why I was calling. There’s a huge problem.”

      “What now?”

      She sighed. “The portal’s closed. We can’t go through it. We’re stuck here. And no one’s coming to help us.”
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      MELANY

      Why is it so freaking dark in here?

      Also, where the hell am I? Am I dreaming? It sure feels like it.

      I reached out into the darkness with my hands, sure I was going to grasp onto something solid, yet I caught nothing but cool air. Mist curled around my fingers then dissipated.

      Was I lost inside the deepest, darkest part of the shadows? If I was, how did I get there?

      The last memory I had was of some girl with white striped hair and a British accent. Nicole. That was her name. Also, Cassandra had been there with her. They were friends, I thought. Still, that had been a dream, hadn’t it? Surely, I was still in the hall of the Underworld. Where I’d been for the past few… Wait, I didn’t really know how long I’d been there with Hades.

      A week? A month? I honestly couldn't conjure any sense of time.

      I was so confused.

      Concentrating intently, I tried to push through the darkness. At first, I wasn’t getting anywhere, but then, a faint pinpoint of light appeared in the distance. Not bright light, not sunlight, but maybe a small flame. I kept moving and pushing, the dark trying to push back, until I could finally make out a candle flickering on a small table. I focused on that and kept moving.

      Eventually, it did feel like my feet were taking steps forward; I could feel the solidness of the ground beneath the soles of my boots. Then, I stepped out of the shadows and into my bedroom in Hades’s Hall.

      At least, I thought it was my bedroom. It definitely looked the same with the big, canopied bed and the dark red curtains. A large fireplace sat in the corner with a couple of comfy leather chairs in front of it. There was also a bookcase with the books I liked—procured by Hades when he realized I had no interest in the giant tomes he kept on Aristotle and Socrates. I preferred adventure books about dragons and werewolves, with a couple from Stephen King thrown in there as well.

      Yes, it most definitely looked like my room, but it didn’t feel like it. Something was off with the atmosphere. Maybe it was the air—it felt stiff—or the stale smell, which was not the usual fire and spice scent I was used to. Or perhaps it was just the way it felt against my skin—clammy, like we were right on the edge of the ocean.

      Frowning, I studied the bed, dragging my hands along the pillows. They seemed covered with the same dark silk that Hades had insisted I have, but I couldn’t get a sense that I’d actually settled my head on them.

      Where were the errant blue hairs I usually left behind?

      Yes, I’d slept in Hades’s bed more times than not, but he’d insisted I had my own room as well, so I had a place to go sulk in when I was mad at him—his words, not mine—but it didn’t seem like I’d slept in this bed at all. I was definitely not a clean freak, so the fact that the bed was perfectly made corner to corner, just didn’t feel authentic to me.

      Leaving the room, I went out into the hall. The fires were still lit along the floor, casting an eerie glow across the black and white tiled floor and walls, but they seemed duller, and not the vibrant orange I was used to see.

      “Hades!” My voice echoed across the long empty hall, sounding very hollow and sad.

      I expected him to float out from his library or bedroom at my call, as he always did, but there was no movement in either doorway—he didn’t really float, it just looked like it because his movements were so sleek and fluid, and sometimes he wore a long black robe that dragged behind him.

      No sound came from anywhere, except for the crackle and sizzle of the flames near my feet. I was surprised Charon hadn’t floated—the skeletal butler really did float—out from the dining hall to see what caused all the fuss. However, when I thought about it, I hadn’t seen Charon in a long time.

      My stomach churned at the wrongness of the situation. I didn’t like what was going on, not one bit.

      Marching over to the library, I went through the open door, half expecting to see Hades reading and drinking wine in front of the fireplace, but the room was empty and cold just like the hall. I inhaled the air in the room, there was no lingering scent of a fire, or Hades’s cologne that he loved to wear—knowing full well what it did to my senses.

      Next, I checked his bedroom. It was also empty. Hoping to see the bed sheets in tangles, I went to the bed, and I swore the last time I was in his room, we woke up and decided to tangle up the sheets even further. My face flushed thinking about that. Yet, the bed was made. My hand fell onto the blanket, and it was cold under my palm. As if it had never been slept in at all.

      I walked over to the fireplace across the room, inspecting the hearth where flames usually sparked and danced, only to see the blackened remnants of wood and gray ash long ago burned. Crouching, I set my hand onto the wood pieces to find them cold. There hadn’t been a fire in this fireplace in weeks, months maybe. Years?

      “Hades!” I ran out of the room and back into the hall, whirling around to shout again, desperation ripping at my throat.

      My gaze settled on the closed door to the training arena, and I shuddered thinking about going inside to talk to the Furies, who used the room as their bedroom as well as a training studio. They slept up in the rafters, like bats, just not upside down. At least I didn’t think they slept upside down. Maybe they did. It wouldn’t have surprised me.

      I pushed open the door and peered into the blackness. “Hades?!”

      Sometimes he would train inside the room with the Furies. Just not in a long time. In fact, I couldn't remember the last time he’d even been in here. Maybe when I’d first started my training with him, when he’d stolen me after the ceremony of the twelve trials.

      As I entered, I tried to ascertain the last time I’d seen the Furies. It definitely wasn’t in this room, but on the battlefield. They’d fought beside me against Zeus, Ares, Aphrodite, and the Titans they had enslaved. But that had been, how long ago? Months maybe? Years?

      It was hard to tell if anyone was in the room; it was dark. I flung my hands to light them up, but my fire didn’t come right away. It took a few sputtering fits and stops to finally build enough flames for some light to see in the room. As I suspected, it was as empty as the rest of the hall. There were no bat-like creatures up in the rafters, cackling and waiting to swoop down at any moment.

      As I spun around back toward the door, the light from my hands illuminated the sword cabinet on the wall and the bow laying on the padded floor. A series of images flashed in my mind of me training here with the Furies. It had been difficult and scary. I remembered when I first encountered them, and thought they were going to kill me and eat me. However, over time, I’d managed to gain their respect. It seemed like a lifetime ago. Yet, it wasn’t, was it? I’d been in the hall this whole time. Hadn’t I?

      Snuffing out the flames on my hands I lifted them to my head, which was starting to throb. I didn’t like what all this thinking was doing to me. Confusion swirled around in my mind, and I wasn’t sure of anything right now. Not of where I was, or how long I’d been here. I didn’t know where Hades was, or if he even existed. Maybe this had all been a figment of my imagination.

      Once I left the training room, I walked over to the huge metal doors that closed off the hall from the rest of the Underworld, pulling on the handles. The doors didn’t budge. Not even a rattle. I tried again, tugging with all my strength. Nothing. They didn’t even move. They were both closed tightly; there was no opening them.

      There was no leaving. Not through the doors anyway. I needed to leave the same way I came here. Through the shadows. I didn’t know why I’d come here in the first place. There was nothing here for me anymore. Hades wasn’t here, and without him, this was not my home.

      My hand reached toward the shadows milling about along the walls and floor, fingers wrapping around their wispy tendrils and pulling them to me. Well, tried to pull them, because they weren’t moving. Like tar, they stuck to the tiles and the painted walls. With more force and determination, I attempted to draw them to me again, yet they wouldn’t give.

      “What is going on?!” I screamed in frustration, dropping to my knees.

      Confusion clung to me like torturing vines. My brain was muddled. I couldn’t discern one memory from another. A dream from a nightmare. Maybe they were all the same thing. My memories were my dreams, and vice versa. How did a person make the distinction anyway? They all happened in your head, didn’t they?

      A tortured scream ripped from my throat, turning into sobs. I didn’t cry often, but when I did, it was usually an uncontrollable deluge. It felt like years of unfulfilled actions and emotions pouring out of me. Years of “what ifs” and “could haves.”

      “Melany?” A voice danced on the light breeze blowing through the hall. “Can you hear me?”

      It was the British girl, Nicole.

      I swung around to look behind me, thinking she was coming up on my flank, but the hall was still empty. I was alone.

      “What do you want from me?!” I shouted into the void.

      “It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

      I didn’t feel safe. I felt vulnerable, like my throat was exposed to some vicious animal attack, and I was seconds from having it torn open and devoured.

      With that, my instincts took over, and I protected myself the only way I knew how. With all the powers I’d acquired at the academy. All the powers that swirled around in my blood and heart.

      Closing my eyes, I surrendered to it.

      Everything I had inside of me exploded outward. Fire, lightning, shadow, pure power.

      Someone screamed, and at first, I thought it came from inside my head. That I was screaming at myself to stop, or do more, but then realized that it was not my voice.

      It was Nicole’s.

      My eyes snapped open, and I saw her. She was literally on top of me, her hair blowing all around her head, her face contorted into a grimace of pain, her eyes wide and pleading… her body was on fire.
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      NICOLE

      I didn’t know why I had done it, but I just couldn’t watch Melany suffer. After Hephaistos got her settled in his room, I imagined she’d just sleep soundly for a bit and wake up refreshed, confused certainly, but at least not as completely misaligned as she’d been earlier. I made him remove the manacles despite the fact that he argued with me about it for ten minutes, or more.

      In the end, I won. She couldn’t sleep properly with her arms secured behind her back.

      When she started to stir on the bed, making horrible pain-filled noises, I couldn’t just let her be. What if she had some kind of seizure, and I, or anyone else, wasn’t there to help her?

      So, I sat down on the bed beside her, holding Melany’s hand while Cassandra stood nearby. “It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

      The noises continued to escape her throat, her body twitching on the mattress.

      “Is she having a nightmare?” Cassandra asked.

      “She must be.” I squeezed her hand. “Maybe I should wake her up.”

      “I don’t know about that, Nicole. I think we should’ve kept the restraints on her.”

      “No way. That would’ve been cruel.”

      “She’s dangerous in this state.” Cassandra took a cautious step back from the bed, but I made a face.

      “She’s not danger—”

      That was all I managed to get out before Melany clamped onto my hand like a vice, and self-combusted into a raging inferno.

      Oh shit!

      I tried to pull my hand away, but she had the strongest grip; my fingers were turning purple from the pressure. There was no way I was going to be able to remove my hand without having to cut it off. I wasn’t about to do that. I needed my hands.

      The flames quickly rushed up my arm, encircling my bicep and licking up along the side of my neck. I wasn’t afraid of it. I was also made of fire, but I could feel the difference between Melany’s power and my own. Hers was harsh. Caustic. Not at all like how mine felt. My skin started to redden and burn.

      I guess there was a difference between having the flames come from inside, and the force coming at me from elsewhere.

      If I didn’t do something, I could quite possibly be incinerated. It wouldn’t be quick either. It would be slow and painful until I felt every single second of it. That was almost worse than being disintegrated in the wheel of time.

      “Get some water!” I shouted to Cassandra. “This is a forge, there has to be a source of water somewhere.”

      Nodding, she bolted out of the bedroom.

      It might not be enough, and I might not have enough time to wait for her to return, so I had to act now.

      I had some water ability. I’d used it before to douse Iris when she’d set herself on fire during the maze trial. A trauma I so didn’t want to relive because I’d been punishing myself for it for years, even when I didn’t really know that was what I was doing or why. So, I knew it was there somewhere inside me.

      Getting up from where I sat—my hand still fused to Melany’s—I laid down on top of her. More flames licked my skin, thankfully, only singing the tips of my hair and not completely devouring it, but it was the only way I knew that my water power would go where I wanted it.

      I reached deep down inside, searching for that part of me.

      Once I found the water molecules floating around my blood stream, I coaxed them up to the surface. I slammed them together to form a type of water blanket—it beat having to weave something.  My other arm wrapped around Melany, holding her as if we were lovers and crushing me to her, so I released the flood of water from my body.

      The sizzling sounds of fire meeting water began, and I saw the steam rising from where our limbs and skin connected. It was working. Sort of. Although, I suspected it wouldn’t be enough. Melany was a raging inferno. A mere sprinkle wouldn’t be sufficient to dampen her immense power.

      Suddenly, her eyes snapped open, and she stared into mine.

      At first, I thought she wasn’t really seeing me, that she was just staring through me at something beyond this world, but then her brow furrowed. The light of realization captured her face, telling her something was going on, and the confusion in her eyes intensified.

      “Nicole?” her voice shook, but I was just happy to hear my name. At least, she’d recognized me. She had awareness.

      “Pull your power back before you burn this whole place down and take me with it!”

      That must’ve shocked her into action, because her flames began to shrink, receding into the pores of her skin. Relief surged through me with each passing second. For a moment, I thought this was going to be how I faced Death. Again. I really didn’t want to see that hooded wanker. He gave me the heebie-jeebies, and frankly, I didn’t want to burn to death. It would be a horrible, agonizing way to go.

      Melany’s grip on my hand loosened until I was able to yank it back. I was about to roll off her, when Cassandra burst into the room with a bucket full of cold water. Before I could tell her everything had been handled, and we were no longer in danger of being incinerated, she dumped it over us and the bed.

      When the icy liquid hit my reddened skin, I yelped . “Shit! That’s cold!” I jumped off the bed, shaking my body like a wet dog getting dry.

      Cassandra gasped loudly, the bucket still clutched in her hands—her knuckles were white from how intensely she held it. “Oh, Gods. I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t be,” I replied, my hands lifting to my hair to wring out the water. “Despite it being cold, it helped.”

      “Your hands.” Her pitying gaze lingered on me.

      I held them out to see how red and raw my skin appeared. They most definitely looked as bad as they felt. Pain throbbed along the backs and up my wrists. It was going to take a lot of Chiron’s burn salve to give me any relief.

      “I’m, I’m sorry…”

      Cassandra’s gaze moved over my shoulder, and I turned around to see Melany sitting up on the bed, her legs folded over the side. Her blue hair stuck to her cheeks and forehead, she wiped at the water dripping off her nose and chin. She looked positively miserable.

      Despite the fact that she’d nearly burned me alive, I felt bad for her. I was the one who had torn her from death, sleep, or another dimension, where she’d obviously been comfortable and happy, and brought her here. I’d done it selfishly. I didn’t even think about what it could do to her, and my stomach roiled thinking about it.

      “It’s fine,” I finally said to her.

      “I almost killed you though. How is that fine?”

      “I’ve been almost killed a few times in the past years, so no worries. Seriously.”

      I knew it wasn’t because what I’d said was particularly funny, but maybe just the accumulation of the craziness and the absurdity of the situation, Melany started to laugh. Full belly laughs, which made the tears stream down her already wet face.

      Laughter burst from me too, and Cassandra joined us, until we were all guffawing like hyenas and crying like maniacs. It felt good to just let it all go.

      When we were finally able to compose ourselves, I helped Melany to her feet. Then we all looked at the destruction to Hephaistos’s bed. The pillow and blanket were charred black, and now soaking wet. There was an odd black body outline on top of the mattress, like a crime scene. Plus, the sooty smell clung to every inch of the room, clogging my nose and throat. It was gross.

      We all looked at each other, and then the absurdity of the situation prompted another round of gut clenching laughter.

      Hephaistos found us when he returned to his rooms, to report what he’d found about his secret portals around the academy. His permanent scowl deepened once he took in what had happened to his bed, glancing from Melany to me. Obviously, I was supposed to take the brunt of his wrath, being that I was alive and she had been most recently dead and gone.

      I shrugged. “Ah, we had a bit of an accident.”

      Cassandra started to giggle, but she slapped a hand over her mouth to stop it from bubbling out of her. Turning his head her way, Hephaistos gave her his trademark death stare. She instantly stopped laughing, but I could tell it took effort.

      When his attention returned to Melany, something softened in him. “Are you feeling better?”

      “I don’t know if better is the right word. At least I don’t feel like I’m going to explode right now.” She scraped at the hair still sticking to her face and pushed it back. “Sorry about your bed.”

      “That’s all right. I don’t blame you.” His gaze laser-focused on me.

      “Hey!” I sputtered. “Why are you just blaming me?”

      “Because it’s your fault that Melany is unstable.”

      I shrugged. “Is it though?”

      “Yes!” He scrubbed at the stubble on his lumpy chin. “You of all people know what it means to mess with time and space.”

      “Fine, okay? I messed up. I admit it. I wasn’t thinking straight when I saw her. I was trying to find a way back to Cade and the others. And Melany can help. I’m sure of it.”

      “Help with what?” she asked.

      I turned to her. She was coherent enough to hear the truth of the situation. “Something is wrong in Pecunia. Some of the people there are riled up about the Gods. There has been vandalism at the temples. Prometheus sent a group over to find out who has been recruiting dissenters and what their plan is, but our communications with the group have gone down.”

      “The portals?” Her expression began to darken as I spoke. I imagined she was thinking about her friends’ involvement right now.

      “Closed. Shut down. No way in or out.”

      Melany glanced at Hephaistos, who nodded. “I’ve checked the two portals that some of the Gods here have used in the past, and they, too, aren’t working.”

      “So, even you couldn’t leave if you wanted to.”

      “No,” he admitted with a big sigh.

      “Who’s part of the group in Pecunia?” she asked.

      “My boyfriend, Cade, who you don’t know…”

      “Jasmine, Gina, Ren, Lucian, and a few others,” Cassandra finished for me.

      Melany nodded, then winced. When she lifted a hand to her head, I immediately grabbed her arm because it looked like she was going to fall. I helped her sit in one of the chairs in the room.

      “Are you okay?”

      Nodding, she closed her eyes for a second, wincing again, then opened them. “I’m fine.”

      “She needs to rest,” Hephaistos grunted. “You shouldn’t be bothering her with all of this right now.”

      “It’s okay, Hephaistos. I’d be really angry if you all kept this from me. My head hurts a bit, but otherwise, I feel almost normal.”

      I eyed her, because I knew she was lying. I could see it all over her pale, scarred face. She was feeling anything but normal. Still, I didn’t contradict her. I didn’t want to dent her pride. Although, I didn’t know her personally, I’d heard enough about her to know that she likely never wanted to appear weak.

      To be honest, it was odd standing in front of her after hearing everything about her, and seeing just a young woman like me, like Cassandra, instead of the deity people at the academy had made her out to be. I had expected her to be a witch like Hecate, fearsome to behold, not just a regular girl with strengths and weaknesses.

      After stabilizing herself, she looked at us. “Anyone try the shadows to get out of the academy?”

      Her question brought a smile to my lips, I loved that she was on the same wavelength. “Not yet. No one is as good with them as you are.”

      Nodding, Melany got to her feet and took a deep breath, as if to steady herself, then stretched her arms to either side of her. “All right, let’s see if we can get to our friends.”

      “You don’t have to do that now,” Hephaistos growled. “You still need to gather your strength.”

      “But what if they don’t have that kind of time?”

      Without a word, she opened her hands, fingers spreading wide as she reached for the few shadows that lingered in the space. Nothing seemed to happen. Frowning, she moved her wrists in circles, and then flung out her hands again.

      Her face contorted while straining to access the darkness. Unfortunately, they weren’t listening to her. Finally, Melany let her arms fall back to her sides in frustration.

      “I can’t do it. I think I’ve lost my power.”
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      CADE

      I told the others to meet us just outside of Pecunia, near the main road to Kios. There was an old, abandoned farmhouse there, with a dilapidated barn near an outcropping of fig trees. It would be the perfect place to hunker down and form a plan. Georgina and the others were to stop and get supplies if they could. It had been a while since any of us had eaten or drank anything. If we were going into a fight, we needed to replenish our energy reserves.

      Jasmine, Ren, Marek, Charlotte, and I reached the farmhouse first, yet no more than ten minutes passed before the others arrived. I was happy to see both Mia and Georgina carrying bags of food and drinks. Diego was carrying Rosie. Her face was drawn and pale, but she didn’t falter when Diego set her down. She stood up, tall and straight, unbroken by the loss of her wings. I admired her stamina.

      “We’re happy to see you lot,” I offered, taking the bags from them both the moment they landed.

      Jasmine and Mia hugged each other tightly; I tried to keep from staring and wishing that Nicole had been part of their group and that I could hug her close. It was difficult doing all of this without her, not knowing what, if anything, was going on back at the school. What if whoever was helping this group was from our academy? Most definitely someone was, and had maybe even taken over operations there.

      Feeling exhaustion setting in, I scrubbed at my face to try to wipe away the dismal thoughts. There was nothing I could do about it right now, so I had to concentrate on the task at hand, and that was locating Lucian, Ezra, and Jia, and rescuing them.

      Once Jasmine and Mia broke apart, they distributed the food, which consisted of deli sandwiches and bottles of water and soda. A groan of pleasure left me when I took a bite of my pastrami sandwich. I hadn’t realized how hungry I’d been. My stomach growled in response. Everyone had a similar look on their faces as they ate.

      Georgina glanced at Charlotte as she sat on the ground, eyes closed, and resting. “Is she okay?”

      I nodded. “Took a lot out of her to keep us in the shadows.”

      She also eyed the blood on my clothes. “You obviously ran into trouble.”

      “Three of the men in black fatigues, who were still milling about in the square.” I drank half the water, then capped it to save for later. Thankfully, there were still a few extra bottles in the bags. “They had guns.”

      Her gaze narrowed, and she reached for my shirt. She probably thought I’d been injured. “You didn’t get shot again, did you?”

      “No. They didn’t get a chance to fire.”

      “That’s good.” She nodded, her hands settling back at her sides. “I’m not sure you’d be able to heal another bullet wound so soon.”

      “We should have killed them.”

      Both of us turned to look at Marek, who was sitting next to Charlotte, making sure she ate and drank. His scowl was deep, and I didn’t like the darkness in his eyes.

      Georgina made a face. “That’s a bit bloodthirsty, don’t you think?”

      “It’s not what we do, Marek, so drop it,” Jasmine scolded, an angry tone to her voice.

      “They would’ve shot and killed us without a second thought,” he protested. “They are the ones who are bloodthirsty.”

      He seemed really angry and getting increasingly so. I took a chance and went over to him, assuming I knew why he was so enraged. “I’m one hundred percent sure that Jia and the others are alive. They are all strong, trained to be soldiers.”

      His gaze narrowed when I said her name. Obviously, I’d been right in the assumption that he held intense feelings for her. I sympathized. I would likely act similarly if Nicole had been taken by the insurgents. I might have even acted worse.

      “And now that we have some intel to go on, we will find our friends and rescue them.”

      Georgina frowned. “What intel?”

      “One of the men said they’d likely been taken to an abandoned stone fort in the woods. I can’t imagine there are too many places like that around here. There aren’t a ton of ruins in this part of Greece.”

      “And we have the perfect reconnaissance equipment.” She flapped the wide expanse of white wings. The force of it blew a light wind over me.

      “Exactly. It shouldn’t take us too long to do a sweep of these woods.” I took another sip of water. “They’re underestimating us and our powers.”

      Except, my gaze moved over to Rosie and her brutally chopped wings. It was hard to look at the jutting, broken cartilage and stripped bone. My stomach rolled over as I took in her injuries. It was a harsh reminder that we weren’t infallible. The insurgents had in fact anticipated us and our ability to fly. The net they used was most definitely infused with elements that negated some of our powers.

      When we looked for the old stone fort, we had to be vigilant. We couldn’t go in with a cocksure attitude that it was going to be an easy task to find our friends and extract them. We had to be prepared for anything.

      After we’d all eaten and rested for a bit—I didn’t think we should leave it for too long considering we didn’t know what our friends were being subjected to—we split up into two groups again. This time, Diego and Georgina were with me, while Jasmine, Marek, and Mia formed the second team. Then I suggested that Ren should stay with Rosie and Charlotte at the farmhouse.

      For a moment, I considered telling Marek to stay put, but I knew he would argue or put up a fight, and I didn’t have enough energy for that crap. Also, I suspected he might’ve gone out on his own anyway, leaving behind Charlotte and Rosie. So, I put him with Jasmine because I knew he respected her more than he did me. Maybe he would listen to her if she told him not to go off in a rage when we finally did find the others.

      My group flew to the east and Jasmine’s group went west. We still had cell phones, so we could call each other when either team found the abandoned fort. I warned the others to be on the lookout for traps or for things that didn’t look right. We all needed to be cautious because we didn’t know what kind of weapons these people had. An impenetrable net might be the least of our worries.

      Georgina, Diego, and I flew over the tree tops in a tight formation, our gazes scanning the ground between the lush leaves. In some places, the foliage was too thick to see below, so I would dip down and hover just above the branches to peer through the greenery. Some things that caught my eyes were a couple of large rock formations, some rocks along a stream, and two large fallen trees, but so far, nothing that resembled an old, abandoned stone fort.

      “Do you see anything?” Diego called out to Georgina and me, since we were flying a bit ahead of him.

      Georgina shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Maybe that guy was lying to you, so you didn’t mess him up some more,” Diego shouted to me.

      It was possible. The thought had been running through my mind for hours. Yet,  he’d told me after we had already set out to leave. Giving me that knowledge, wasn’t paying a price. I hadn’t threatened him in any way for the information. He divulged it freely. So, I was more inclined to believe it was truthful.

      “He wasn’t lying,” I replied, clinging onto the belief that people were inherently good. “Keep looking.”

      After flying for another few miles to the edge of the woods, we swept around, going a bit more west—toward the center. A few minutes later, I spotted something through the trees. At first, I thought it was just another cluster of stones, but there was a shape to them. A large rectangular shape. It was definitely some kind of structure.

      “I think I saw the fort, but we’ll have to approach it from the ground,” I informed. “There’s no way we can get to it from above.” I pointed toward a small clearing where we could land.

      Once we were on the ground, we made our way through the trees, walking carefully and quietly, hoping we didn’t run into any guards. When I spotted the structure beyond the trees, I put up my hand, so we all stopped. I dropped to a knee behind a thick bush; Georgina and Diego gathered next to me.

      “We need some kind of cover to approach,” I whispered.

      “I’m shit at doing the shadow thing,” Diego admitted.

      “Yeah, it’s not my strong power either, but I could probably muster up enough of a haze.”

      Georgina set her real hand down into the forest floor, burying her fingers into the dirt. “Hold still for a second.” Her eyes scrunched shut, her brow furrowing as if deep in thought.

      It wasn’t clear what she was doing, but I did as she asked and stayed completely still.

      At first, I wasn’t sure what I was feeling; it started like a light vibration over my skin. Soon, that vibration became a shudder beneath my knee. I looked down to find tiny rocks trembling, jumping up and down as if there was a huge speaker somewhere, playing bass-heavy music—like at a dance club.

      As I watched, the ground started to crack open, and thin green vines snaked out from the crevasses. They grew higher and higher, reaching out toward us until we were each covered in green and brown, the vines wrapping around our legs, torsos, and arms. From them, a few leaves unfurled, leaving us perfectly camouflaged. We each looked like a tall bush.

      My gaze shifted to Georgina. “This is very cool.”

      She gave me a small smile and stood, starting toward the stone fort. I followed after her while Diego trailed me.

      Once we got within fifteen feet, we settled behind one of the large oak trees. There weren’t any armed men standing in front of what I was sure was the fort.

      The structure was old, probably built in the 1700s or even earlier. A lot of the stones were still in place, though worn from decades of wind and rain, forming a wall on one side of a small hill. Movement suddenly stirred from a small opening in the hill that I hadn’t noticed before, and two men in black fatigues came out. They moved over to the side of the entrance, taking out a pack of cigarettes and lighting up a couple. Smoke billowed from them into the air.

      We’d found the place, and now I needed to get a hold of Jasmine so they could rendezvous with us, so we could mount an offense to go inside and find our people. Quietly, I slid out the cell phone and typed a text.

      “Found it. Meet us to the east in a small clearing. Someone will fly above the trees so you can see us.”

      Hitting send, I slid the phone back into my pocket. Thankfully, I’d had the presence of mind to put it on silent, so we didn’t have the same mishap as before.

      I tapped Georgina on the shoulder and gestured for us to go back. She nodded, but before we could leave, someone else walked out of the fort—looking free as a bird and talking amenably with a tall, dark-haired man.

      Confusion instantly gripped me. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and I certainly didn’t know what it meant.

      Yet, watching Jia smile at her supposed captor made my stomach roil over in disgust.
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      NICOLE

      “I’m sure you haven’t lost your abilities, Melany,” I assured, setting my hand on her shoulder for comfort.

      In reality, I didn’t know if that was one hundred percent true, I mean, maybe she had lost them. I couldn’t say for certain one way or another, I just hoped that wasn’t the case. We needed her to be at full power. We needed Melany to be able to get to Pecunia, to help Cade and the others fight against some fanatical group.

      What if the portals never opened again?

      Without her, I feared we’d never be able to reach them.

      “Like I said before, she needs to rest.” Hephaistos’s scowl was getting deeper with each passing second.

      “Yes, we know! Jeez. You sound like a broken record, Heph.”

      His thick, heavy brow lifted at that. Obviously, I’d gone too far. Again.

      “Get out,” he grunted. “Before I toss these manacles on you.”

      “Fine. We have to go anyway. We have some research to do.”

      Melany frowned. “What kind of research?”

      “Cade gave me a name of someone who might be the leader of this fringe group before we lost communications.”

      “What name?”

      “Mark.”

      “Mark, what?”

      “Don’t know. We’re operating on the assumption that the group was formed by someone who has a bone to pick with the Gods, and in particular, with the academy.”

      “So, a disgruntled former recruit?” she asked. “Or someone who didn’t get a shadowbox.”

      “Maybe even the parent of someone who didn’t, or did, depending on the outcome,” I added.

      Her expression darkened at that, and I thought maybe I’d hit a nerve with her. I didn’t press. It wasn’t that she was fragile, Melany was far from that. Still, there were big old “handle with care”, and “danger, explosive” signs hanging around her neck. She needed time to get her body and mind back together. It had taken me weeks to do that when I’d almost been erased from existence, and she’d been dead. So, I imagined that would be a lot harder.

      “Where are you going to get that information?” she asked.

      “Not sure yet. We’re going to check the Hall of Learning first. Maybe Athena can help us track an archive down.”

      “I could come with you and help.” Eagerness colored her voice, and I imagined the prospect of being alone here, in Hephaistos’s bedroom, wasn’t all that appealing.

      I glanced at Cassandra, hoping she’d chime in soon. Except, she looked timid right now, something I hadn’t ever seen from her. She’d always been a bit stoic, even standoffish when I first met her, a fact that changed when we ended up being kidnapped by the Corpse King and forced to jump through time together. That kind of thing brought people together.

      There, I’d seen the deep well of strength inside her, but now, she looked like someone who was unsure of herself and a bit afraid.

      When my gaze returned to Melany, it clicked for me, and I realized why Cassandra was acting differently.

      I didn’t know the entire story between her, Melany, and Lucian, but obviously, with Melany’s return, she was likely thrown back to a past where the Dark Angel of Pecunia was at the center of every single decision made by everyone at the academy. It probably had been hard to live in such a vast, well-cast shadow. I’d only known Melany a mere few hours, and I could already feel the pressure of her presence.

      The only difference was, I didn’t cower down to anyone.

      “I think you should stay here and rest like Hephaistos suggested,” I explained. “Besides, I don’t think it would be a good thing for a bunch of people to know you’re back. We really don’t know what we’re dealing with, and I’m pretty sure there’s a traitor among us.”

      “I want to see my friends.” She glared at me, and it was kind of fearsome.

      “I know you do.” Cassandra took a step toward her and grabbed her hand. “They’ll all want to see you too, that’s for sure. But it might not be a good idea right now. There’s so much we don’t’ know about the situation. Nicole and I need to do this, then we’ll come back. Maybe by then, you’ll have rested enough that your powers will return.”

      Melany nodded, but pulled her hand out of Cassandra’s.

      Her frustration and distress about the whole situation were palpable, yet I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to be back from the dead after a couple of years. Unsettling to be sure. Especially when you weren’t allowed to see all the people you left behind and loved.

      “Okay, we’ll see you later.”

      With one more nod, Melany went to sit down in one of the chairs. Dejected, she leaned forward and put her head in her hands. I was pretty sure I was a wanker for bringing her back here, and had a feeling no one was going to thank me for it in the end.

      Cassandra and I left Hephaistos’s private rooms, heading out into the bottom level of the forge. The heat from the open fires in the room brushed over my skin, making me shiver and reminding me that my clothes and hair were still wet from putting out Melany’s inferno.

      I immediately called my fire power and let it seep out of my pores slowly and subtly, drying my skin and clothes. Once done, I ran my hands over my head and dried my hair.  “There, that’s better. Now I don’t look and feel like a drowned rat.”

      Going up the long winding set of stone stairs, we made it to the main level of the school. Once there, Tinker came wheeling around the corner, waving his skinny metal arms and shouting my name. In all the chaos, I hadn’t even realized that he left our side after we emerged from the secret underground tunnel. Now I felt bad for not noticing.

      “Nicole! Nicole!” he shouted happily.

      “Hey, Tink.” When he wheeled up beside me and stopped, I patted his little metal dome head.

      “Where are you going now?”

      “To the library.” We started walking again, the little robot rolling beside me. “We have some research to do.”

      “About what?” he asked.

      “Hoping to find some archives about all the people who’ve come to the academy to train.”

      Tinker made a bunch of bleeps and bloops. “That would be many people as the academy was founded thousands of years ago.”

      “That’s true, Tink, but we would only need information about recruits from the last… maybe twenty-five years.”

      More distinct sounds came from him as his systems did the math. When we entered the Hall of Learning, through the huge wooden intricately carved doors, Tinker announced his findings. “That would be seven hundred and forty-eight people.”

      I stopped walking and stared down at him. “Do you have all their names in that fantastic brain of yours?”

      “No, I do not. I only have mathematical data. Does it help you though, Nicole?”

      “It does. Thank you, Tink.” I patted his head for reassurance.

      A happy, long whistle-like trill escaped him.

      “Seven hundred and forty-eight names, is a lot of names to find,” Cassandra mused.

      It was, but I didn’t expect any less. Like Tinker said, the academy had been around a long time. They’d been recruiting and training people from all over the world for centuries, to keep the balance.

      “Melany’s parents were recruits once,” Cassandra offered.

      My head whipped to the side to gape at her. “Really?”

      She nodded. “They were murdered when she was a child.”

      “I can’t… I don’t even have words.”

      “I know.” Giving me a sad look, she marched past the long mahogany tables in the center of the library, toward the tall bookshelves along the back wall.

      I followed her, weaving around the few study groups peppered through the circular room.

      “What about you? Were your parents ever recruits?”

      Cassandra shook her head. “It was just me and my dad. No, he’s just a regular guy. Works as an electrician. What about you?”

      “No. Me mum is just a regular person like your dad.”

      One of the recruits near us shot us a nasty look for talking.Theywere probably reading up on their Gods’ lore and history, which was one of the main first year classes. Since Hera was gone—the one who had taught the class when I was first here—Athena had taken over the training. It would make sense considering she was the wisest of all the Gods. This was her library.

      As if I’d just summoned her by mere thoughts alone, Athena came out from between the row of bookshelves.

      “Do you need something, Cassandra, and Nicole?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re hoping you have, like yearbooks or something, of all the recruits that have been here for, say, the past fifty years.” I glanced at Cassandra. “I can’t imagine this commando leader is in his seventies. We’re probably looking for someone in his forties or fifties, I suspect, judging by the ages of the men who were at the rally at the temple. He definitely could be older or younger, but we need to start somewhere.”

      Athena turned toward one of the farthest shelves and waved her hand. Several thick leather-bound tomes slid out from between other books, as if she’d tugged on strings attached to each of them. It was a pretty cool trick, and I couldn’t stop the big ass grin on my face.

      “Wicked,” I said.

      “When you’re done with them, make sure to put them back. I am not a librarian.” With that, she swept out of the hall, her long white robe swishing around her long, elegant legs.

      Cassandra and I collected the tomes, carrying them to one of the tables so we could go through them. Each book was at least four hundred pages. I sat down in one of the high-backed chairs, slid one of the books over to me, not really concerned about starting chronologically, and started to flip through the pages.

      At first, my gaze followed the notes from each of the Gods about their individual classes. It was like reading elementary school progress reports. “Ryan Copper talks a lot during class. He needs to learn to focus on his studies.”

      Flipping through a few more pages, I finally found some photos. One of them was exactly like a class group photo. Fortunately, the year that the photo was taken was stated in captions, as well as all the names of the recruits in the photo. The year was 1985, and I read all the names. No Mark listed.

      I looked over at Cassandra, who had also opened up one of the books. “This is going to take a while,” I mumbled. “I think we’re going to need some snacks.”

      An hour later, I finished drinking the last of the soda Tinker brought us after I sent him to the dining hall to get Cassandra and I food. He had returned with two sandwiches and two bottles of Coke. Athena would’ve flipped if she knew we were eating in the library while handling the books, but we kept it fairly hidden. Tinker made sure to bring us napkins and hand sanitizer as well, so we didn’t get our grubby fingerprints all over the pages.

      We had gone through three of the books, finding all the portraits, writing down dates of the class photos, and we did find five Marks over the course of the fifty year span. Two of them would’ve been in their sixties by now, one of them would’ve been maybe thirty-five, one of them we discovered had died during training, which I thought was insane, and why hadn’t we ever been told about that possibility? The last Mark was a recruit only five years ago, and Cassandra thought she’d met him during her training. He supposedly had helped out with Heracles’s class once or twice, so most likely not our guy..

      So, after all of that, it all felt like a dead end. We still didn’t know who Mark was. I wondered if there was a way to find out if these Marks that we’d found were still part of the academy in some way, or if they had been exiled or something that would trigger such an angry response as to want to take up arms against the Gods and the academy.

      “I wish we had a way to find out if these guys were in Olympus or here at the academy, or shit, if they retired and went home.”

      Tinker made a series of happy bleeps, and then rolled up beside me to tap me on the shoulder with his metal claw. “I believe there is a manifest of all the residents of Olympus, and of the academy. Would it be helpful if I could retrieve it?”

      “That would be amazing, Tink.”

      More bleeps and bloops came out of his metal body, then there was a soft hum and long whirring noise. After a minute, a piece of paper shot out from a thin slot along his neck and into the air. The slot was so thin I hadn’t even noticed it before, and I’d been the one who had designed and constructed him.

      I caught the paper as it floated down toward me. “When did you become a printer?”

      “A modification Cade made some time ago. He thought it might come in handy one day. And it did. So he was right.”

      Cassandra and I went through the dense list on the paper, of Olympus and academy residents. We found every Mark on there, but one. One of the sixty year old Marks.

      “Maybe he returned to his home,” Cassandra suggested.

      “Yup, and maybe he is the man we’re looking for.” I regarded Tinker. He had all kind of information and capabilities. I imagined he had access to every piece of information on the internet and every digital catalogue out there. “Tink, could you run a name for us? To see if you can find out anything on him?”

      “Yes. I can do this for you Nicole.”

      “Okay, the name is Mark Dixon.” I spelled it out for him.

      Only about thirty seconds went by, when Tinker had our information.

      “Mark Dixon, sixty-two years old, of Los Angeles, California, died March 22, 2019 of a heart attack.”

      I nodded, and patted his dome head. “Thanks Tink, you helped us immensely.” I sighed. “So, that line of possibilities is gone. So, if not an actual recruit, than maybe someone related.”

      Sighing, Cassandra sat back in the chair. “There has to be a list of recruits and their families. How do the shadowboxes get sent anyway? How does Hephaistos know who to make them for and where to send them?”

      I gnawed at the dead skin on the side of my thumb, then a memory of something I’d just read popped into my mind. Grabbing the brown leather-bound book near my left hand, I started to flip through some of the pages, until I found the picture and passage I remembered seeing.

      The picture was a recreation of a painting. It showed a large, half-human, half-spider creature crawling on the ceiling of a huge cave. In the painting, it looked like she was handing some kind of rolled scroll to a man standing underneath her. I pressed my nose into the book and squinted at the caption below the picture. The Goddess Arachne hands Hephaistos the sacred scroll of recruitment. If the man in the painting was Hephaistos, then the cave they were in was the forge. It had to be.

      I jumped to me feet. “Shit. I know where we might find that information!”

      “Where?”

      “Um, you’re probably not going to like my answer.”

      “Give it to me anyway.”

      “Do you like spiders?” A shiver ran through me.

      Cassandra, Tinker, and I made our way back to the forge. We would need Hephaistos’s help to find where Arachne dwelled. I suspected he wasn’t going to like what I was going to propose, but it was the only way I could think of to get the information we needed.

      Back in the forge, we looked on every level for Hephaistos, but couldn’t find him.

      “Maybe he’s in his rooms with Melany,” I suggested. “I imagine they have some catching up to do.”

      When we went inside, the rooms were empty. No sign of Hephaistos. Or Melany.
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      MELANY

      After Nicole and Cassandra left, I leaned back in the chair and sighed. Tears welled in the corner of my eyes; I was so frustrated. I was also really tired, but I was afraid to go to sleep.

      What if I didn’t wake up?

      What if Hypnos reneged on the deal now that I’d come back, and put me to sleep forever?

      “Are you hungry?” Hephaistos asked as he stood there, looking very uncomfortable and unsure of himself.

      I nodded. “I could eat.”

      My stomach rumbled loudly, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in… well, I didn’t know how long. Hours? Days? Years? If I had been dead, had I even eaten anything for two years? Maybe my body was in a state of starvation now. Wouldn’t that be frigging awesome! Maybe that was why my powers were on the fritz. They needed energy to draw from and work well.

      At least, there was some hope that I could be restored to my former glory. I just needed to eat an entire pizza or something.

      Hephaistos left the room to get me some food, and I was glad, though I hated that he looked at me like I was some fragile, damaged thing to be coddled. Despite the fact that I sort of felt that way, I didn’t want to be treated as such. He knew that about me, but I imagined he was in a bit of shock as well. After seeing me again.

      Getting up from the chair, I wandered into the adjacent room. I’d often wondered where Hephaistos spent his time when not building swords, shields, and Shadowboxes in the forge, or teaching ungrateful students about metallurgy. This must’ve been it.

      The room wasn’t as large as Hades’s library, but it definitely had more stuff crammed inside it. Tons of shelves with books and weird artifact-looking things on them lined the walls. Books were also piled up in the corners of the room, as well as alongside the large, brown cushiony sofa and heavy looking wooden coffee table.

      A few piles of metal craft and Renaissance fair magazines were also scattered here and there, which made me chuckle. Brass lamps with tasseled lamp shades sat on a couple of end tables on either side of the tacky sofa. Their soft yellow glow flooded the room.

      Basically, it looked like an episode of Hoarders set in the seventies in here.

      As I snooped in his bookshelves, Hephaistos returned with one of Dionysus’s serving robots, carrying a tray of hot food. The scents of pizza, French fries, and onion rings wafted into my nose and my stomach growled even louder than it had. It was so loud, it made Hephaistos cringe.

      “I didn’t know what you’d want to eat, so I brought you what seems to be popular in the dining hall with you kids.”

      The serving robot set the tray down on the coffee table, then rolled out of the room. Settling on the sofa, I immediately picked up the slice of pepperoni pizza, folded it in half and basically shoved it into my mouth. I couldn’t get it in fast or far enough. I barely chewed and swallowed before I picked up the plate of fries and started to systematically put one after the other into my mouth. I nearly choked on the amount of food I crammed into my face.

      “If you choke, I don’t know how to perform the Heimlich.”

      It was such a Hephaistos thing to say that I burst out laughing, nearly spewing all the food I’d just eaten. “I’ve missed your warm wit, Hephaistos. That’s for sure.”

      Another miracle happened, and he gave a little chuckle. It was maybe only the second time I’d ever seen him relax enough to laugh.

      “I’ve sort of missed you too,” he grunted, in his usual gruff manner, and settled himself down on the far end of the sofa.

      After I wolfed down the rest of the fries, I ate the onion rings, and washed it all down with a bottle of water. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, then leaned back into the cushions, momentarily satisfied.

      “So, what’s this girl, Nicole’s story? You two seem pretty familiar with each other. She’s the first person I’ve ever heard call you Heph.”

      “She was a recruit here before your time. There was an incident during the twelve trials, she was blamed and stripped of all her memories, and then banished from the academy.”

      Horrified, I gaped at him. I’d heard about the practice, we’d been warned about it when we first came here, but I hadn’t heard of it actually happening to anyone.

      “What kind of incident?” I imagined it would’ve had to be something horrible for that kind of punishment.

      “That’s not my story to tell. You’ll have to ask her.”

      “How did she end up back at the academy then?”

      “Another long story that isn’t mine to tell.” He rubbed his nose. “I will say this though, she’s a strong girl. Stronger than anyone would give her credit for. She’s been through a lot. Much like you have been.”

      I nodded, figuring as much. Also, I sensed that we had some things in common. Something had brought her through a portal to me.

      “Is it true she can manipulate time and space?”

      He nodded. “She’s the only one with that kind of power. Not even the Gods have that skill. Only Chronos. And she has his blood running through her veins.”

      Damn, I was impressed, I didn’t say it out loud though. “But I’m still your favorite, right?”

      “You’re both a pain in my ass.” He smirked, then regarded me with intense scrutiny. “Where have you been? Do you even know?”

      For a second, I thought about it, to see if I did truly know the answer to that question, but nothing seemed certain in my mind. “I don’t know, exactly.”

      “Have you been with him? With Hades?”

      Tears suddenly started to well in my eyes, but I nodded. Just thinking about him was making me maudlin. Especially, since I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again.

      Hephaistos looked at me a bit longer, then finally got to his feet with a bit of an old man groan. “I have some swords to smith, and you need to get some sleep.”

      He left before I could argue, which was likely a wise move on his part. Obviously, Hephaistos hadn’t forgotten my habits.

      I stretched my arms and shoulders, then swung my legs onto the sofa and laid down. The bed had been wrecked, so this was my only option to get some sleep. Rolling onto my back, I set my hands onto my chest to calm my breathing, shutting my eyes. At first, it was just black behind my eyelids, then there were flashes of vivid images. Pictures and thoughts of my room in the Underworld, of the hall, and library.

      My mind went to Hades. Always to him.

      “Melany…”

      His face flashed in my mind’s eye, his dark and intense gaze boring into me, and it suddenly felt like I was being stabbed in the chest. My eyes jerked open, and I instantly sat up, rubbing at the soreness between my breasts.

      Was I having a heart attack? I was too young to have one, wasn’t I? It felt very similar to being electrocuted by a bolt of Zeus’s lightning.

      I got up and started to pace around the room, careful not to kick over any pile of books or magazines. Hades’s voice still lingered in my mind. In my ears? What if I never got to see him again? I wasn’t sure I could handle that. Hadn’t that been one of the reasons I made that deal with Thanatos and Hypnos? For a chance to be with my beloved again? For all eternity?

      It was stifling in here, I had to get out of this room. I could barely breathe. My lungs needed some fresh air, and I needed to be in a place where I could think and feel close to Hades. There was only one place I could go for that. The maze. But how was I going to get there without being seen?

      I shook my hands and stretched my fingers. Splaying my arms to the sides, I tried reaching for the shadows again. Maybe now that I’d eaten, and had more energy, my power would return. At least, I hoped it would. I needed it now more than ever.

      For a few seconds, I couldn’t feel anything changing. There was no movement in the corners, or along the floor where the shadows lingered. I wriggled my fingers again, cracking my knuckles, and attempted to reach for the darkness again.

      This time, the tips of my fingers tingled, and a cold sensation rushed over my skin. The shadows crept slowly from the recesses of the room, gathering at my feet. A dark gray mist curled around my boots, crawling toward my knees. It wouldn’t be enough to travel through them, but it would do for camouflage. I could creep through the halls to the front doors using the shadows as a shroud. No one would see me.

      Well, I hoped they wouldn’t.

      Thankfully, I managed to get out of the forge without Hephaistos seeing me. That was my first hurdle to jump, so I went up the stone steps to the main corridor. Once on the top, I reached out my hands and pulled the shadows to me, blanketing me in them, effectively, making me invisible to the naked eye.

      I moved through the halls slowly and quietly, keeping close to the walls. Only three people walked by me, yet I didn’t recognize any of them. They were probably new recruits. I had just about made it to the front doors when another person marched down the corridor toward me. My steps halted, and I stared, wanting desperately to call out to him.

      Frowning, Heracles stopped walking as he neared me, his head moving from side to side as if searching for something. I wondered if he could somehow sense that I was there. Maybe not me per se, but someone. With a shake of his head, he continued on his way.

      Once he was gone, I pushed open the main doors and went outside. Pausing for a moment, I took in the view. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen the sun or basked in the warm light of it. A long time. My face lifted toward it, and taking a deep breath, I inhaled the fragrant air. Gods, it was glorious.

      Still camouflaged in shadows, I walked down the cobblestone path to the opening of the maze. The two stone soldiers still stood guard. That had not changed. Once inside, I noticed almost immediately that the path to the center, to the gazebo, had been altered. It took me a little bit to find my way, but when I did, I instantly felt a rush of relief and calm as I spotted the white, wooden gazebo.

      During my first months at the academy, I sat there and found peace. It was also there where I first met Hades. He’d been sitting on one of the wooden benches and strumming a guitar like a rock star. Although I fought it for a long time, I’d fallen for him the second I saw him.

      Now, I sat on the same bench inside the gazebo and thought about him, worried I would never see him again. Never hear my name on his lips, never feel his hands brushing over my back as he held me close. In my mind, I reached out to him.

      “Can you hear me, Hades? I didn’t leave you.”

      Voices coming from one side of the maze suddenly reached me. They were getting louder, obviously getting closer to where I was. I had to get out of here before I was discovered. Pulling the shadows back over me, I stepped out of the gazebo just as Demeter and Dionysus appeared from the east opening.

      As usual, they were chatting non-stop. Demeter had a joint in her mouth while Dionysus held a goblet of wine in his hand. I shook my head. Some things never changed.

      Quickly, I left the center of the maze through the north passage. The route would take me near one of the training fields, but hopefully, there wouldn’t be any training going on so I could slip back into the academy and return to the forge before Hephaistos noticed I had escaped.

      As I rushed through the new arrangement of the hedges, I let the shadows slide away. I was starting to get tired and sometimes I couldn’t concentrate on controlling them and doing something else at the same time. Obviously, I wasn’t back to full power yet; I, indeed, needed to rest, and probably eat more.

      Looking down at the ground to find my way, I turned a corner and ran smack into someone. My wings exploded from my back from the surprise impact. Startled, I looked up to see a girl with pastel purple hair and a scarred face, not unlike mine.

      At first, I thought she was as confused as I was by running into each other.  Then her gaze roamed from my face up to my black wings and back down again. Her eyes widened like saucers.

      “Oh, my Gods,” she breathed. “You’re the Dark Angel of Pecunia. You’re Melany Richmond!”
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      CADE

      Still wrapped in green vines and leaves, we carefully, and quietly, crept away from the fort, going back to the small clearing nearby to regroup. Once there, I pulled the greenery off my arms and legs, tossing it to the ground.

      “That was Jia, right?” Georgina blurted, the moment we were safely out of hearing distance. “I wasn’t seeing things.”

      “No, that was definitely her,” Diego confirmed.

      “She didn’t look very kidnapped.”

      “Well, we can’t make assumptions,” I added, “We don’t know all the circumstances.”

      “Cade, she looked happy. What kind of circumstances need to be in place, for you to be smiling at your captor?” Georgina shook her head.

      “We aren’t going to assume anything until we know for sure.” I hated that Georgina was right. When I first saw Jia coming out of the fort, unbound and chatting away with one of the insurgents, all kinds of bad thoughts went through my head. Betrayal being the biggest and ugliest one.

      “What should we tell the others?” Diego asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing that we don’t know for sure. I’ll fly above the trees so they can find us.”

      Unfurling my wings, I checked them to make sure they weren’t entangled with bits of vine or leaves, then shot up into the air, hovering above the trees. It wasn’t long before I spied three dark dots in the distance, growing nearer by the second. Eventually, Jasmine, Mia, and Marek came into view. We all landed in the clearing.

      “What did you see?” Jasmine asked immediately upon her feet touching the ground.

      “The stone ruins of a fort, a door leading into a bit of a hill…”

      Georgina and Diego glanced at each other as I spoke, which made Jasmine frown and scrutinize each of us. “What’s going on? What aren’t you saying?”

      I was in the midst of thinking about how to word things, when Diego blurted it out. “We saw Jia.”

      Marek jerked forward. “Was she okay? Was she hurt? Did you talk to her?”

      “She’s not hurt, and we didn’t talk to her,” I replied.

      His brow furrowed into a few deep lines. “And?”

      “She was outside, chatting with one of the men,” Georgina confessed. “It seemed amicable. She didn’t look like she was in any sort of danger.”

      “What do you mean, amicable?” Jasmine asked.

      I put up my hand before either Georgina or Diego could say anything incriminating or detrimental to Jia’s character. “We don’t really know. We saw her briefly, and we couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other.”

      “Jia is not a rat,” Marek growled, getting in my face. “She would never betray anyone at the academy.”

      “I never said she was,” I replied calmly.

      Grabbing Marek’s arm, Jasmine pulled him back. “You need to cool it, Marek. You’re not helping.”

      A grunt left him, but he moved away from me.

      “How do you think we should go in?” Jasmine asked.

      “Quickly and quietly. If we can avoid a huge fight that would be optimal.” My hand ran along the side where I still had bandages wrapped over my bullet wound. It was no longer bleeding, and it didn’t really hurt, but I could still feel it. I imagined I would for the rest of my life. These people wouldn’t hesitate to hurt us, so we had to be prepared to defend ourselves and retaliate if necessary.

      I flicked open my hands and let the flames burst from my fingers. “But still be prepared to fight.”

      We each took a few moments to test our weapons. I practiced forming concentrated fire balls, while Jasmine swung her sword expertly back and forth, slicing the air with each thrust. Mia tightened her bow, running her fingers over the quills of her arrows. Picking up a rock from the ground, Georgina crushed it in her metal hand. Diego twirled his daggers between his fingers while Marek used his fingers to make water pistols, shooting out water like a pressure washer. The force of it could cut stone.

      Once Georgina wrapped us all in leafy green camouflage, we crept through the woods toward the old stone fort. As we approached, we broke off into two groups again—Georgina, Diego, and I on one side, then Jasmine, Mia, and Marek on the other.

      I hated to admit it, but I was glad Marek was away from me, because I didn’t trust him to have my back. It was not a good feeling to have, considering we were going into battle. If he saw Jia, I knew he would break ranks and go to her without any thought for the rest of us.

      Since we didn’t know the layout of the fort’s interior, or where our friends were being kept, we needed to smoke everyone out of it. Quite literally. I was going to use my fire power to create a small, smoky fire in the wall, and Georgina was going to help me get into that wall.

      Before we left the clearing, I reminded everyone that we were not fighting Gods, or Titans, or reanimated corpses that could take hit after hit of our powers and weapons. We were dealing with regular mortals, whose bodies couldn’t take the force of destruction that we were capable of inflicting. Yes, they had guns that could wound and kill us, so we should definitely consider them dangerous, but the main goal was to disarm them and incapacitate them, not kill them.

      When we walked into the woods, I wasn’t so sure that everyone on the team liked that goal, but I couldn’t split my concern. I had to focus on getting our people out safely, and not worry if Marek was going to drown someone with his water power.

      For the millionth time, I thought about Nicole, wishing she was here by my side. Not only would she give me confidence, but she could have been the secret weapon we certainly needed. With a snap of her fingers, she could have stopped time and help us walk right inside the fort to extract our people without any bloodshed on either side. They wouldn’t have even known we were there until time restarted, and their captives and us were long gone.

      Gods, I ached for her. I hoped that she was staying safe.

      While the others got into position, Georgina and I snuck around the back of the fort to put our plan into action. I was a bit concerned that there were no guards situated anywhere outside though. Surely, they suspected we would be looking for their stronghold. I had no doubts that the man who told me about the fort, had most likely radioed his comrades and warned them about us, but I pushed the worry aside as we got busy.

      Using her metal hand, Georgina pressed against one of the stones that made up the thick wall. She didn’t push too hard to knock it down, only putting enough pressure on the rock to pulverize it into dust. That gave me a small opening into the structure to make a smoky fire using the peat moss and grasses that had grown as part of the foundations.

      Sticking my finger into the small opening, I called my fire forward, and set a few sparks into the kindling. Within seconds, it started to smoke while it tried to light on fire. I kept the tiny flame going, but not enough to set everything ablaze. The smoke curled into the structure, and I leaned in to blow on it.

      We moved to another section of the wall, doing the same thing until we had five tiny, mostly smoky, fires set along the back of the fort. It wasn’t long before I heard some coughing from inside, followed by raised voices and shouts.

      Georgina and I rushed back to the front of the structure just as a stream of three men in black fatigues, and two women—I shouldn’t have been surprised by that, bigotry wasn’t just a male trait—came out coughing and hacking on the fumes that now billowed out from the openings. My plan had inadvertently created a literal smokescreen, so Jasmine, Mia, Marek, and Diego were able to move in almost undetected to take care of the insurgents.

      Thankfully, the ones who had been carrying guns were immediately disarmed by Diego and Mia—both had superior hand-to-hand combat skills and snatched the guns before any of the men could fire them.

      Now that the group was weaponless, they were really no match for us.

      Jasmine knocked out one of the women with one punch. The others were quickly subdued and Georgina tied them all up like cattle, using the strongest vines she could pull out of the ground. She even gagged them with leafy vines. I knew they wouldn’t tell us anything, so it didn’t really matter if they could talk or not.

      I entered the fort first so I could control the smoke, and in case a fire had broken out anywhere. Sometimes the flames had their own agenda, and once unleashed, I couldn’t always control them. With a swirl of my hand, I stirred the fumes out of the first room we found.

      “I imagine they’re being held in some sort of cell. That would be the only logical way for them to be imprisoned. Tied up, most likely,” I suggested. “If these men had that magical net, we have to assume they have other enchanted weapons. Weapons made to dampen our powers somehow.”

      “Where would the cells be?” Jasmine asked.

      “In a dungeon, below ground,” Georgina replied. “Cells are always below ground. Remember the ones we were in at the academy?”

      My gaze shifted between them both, curious about how they ended up in the academy dungeons, but I saved that question for another time. Right now, we needed to find our friends. So far, everything seemed too easy, I had no doubts that we were going to face something else that was going to be a lot trickier to overcome.

      Marek pointed to the dark corner. “There’s a set of stairs going down.” He marched over there before anyone could respond.

      “Everyone be on your guard. It was too easy to get this far,” I warned.

      Marek smirked. “You’re giving the mortals too much credit. We’re just smarter and stronger than they are.” He started down the steps and we all had to rush to catch up to him.

      I was afraid that Marek was going to get us into a situation we weren’t going to be able to get out of, regardless of our powers.

      Darkness closed in on us as we descended the stone staircase. We all had the ability to make firelight, but I went ahead and created a floating orange orb, letting it loose to light our way to the bottom. The air got colder as well since we were deep in the ground, sending a shiver down my spine… for more reasons than one.

      Once we reached the bottom of the stairs, there was only one corridor to follow. It reminded me of the hollowed-out tunnels in the mine when we went to rescue Nicole from the Corpse King. The air carried the same damp and musty scent. My stomach clenched as the memory invaded my mind.

      Near the end of the corridor, we found what we were looking for—two prison cells. One had Ezra; he was tied up with chains, connected to the stone wall, and had a gag around his mouth. Lucian was in the other one in a similar set up, tied and gagged, but there was dried blood on his face and splatters on his clothes.

      Marek’s head whipped from side to side. “Where’s Jia?”

      Both Ezra and Lucian shook their heads swiftly, trying to tell us something around the gags in their mouths. Marek went to reach for the metal bars on Ezra’s cell, but I could feel an electrical current sizzling in the air. That wasn’t normal.

      Before I could shout for him to stop, Marek’s hand wrapped around one of the bars. His whole body started to shake, and he cried out, but it was too late to stop the current from traveling through his body.

      He dropped to the ground and remained motionless.
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      MELANY

      Oh, shit!

      I had done the exact opposite of what Nicole and Cassandra told me to do.

      Before I could do or say anything, the girl with the purple hair reached for my hands. “I can’t believe it. How are you here? You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “I, ah…” I had no idea what to say to her or how to get out of the situation. It wasn’t like I could pretend she was mistaking me for someone else. The lightning scars across my face and down the right side of my body, my big black wings, and my blue hair kind of gave me away.

      “I’m Iris, by the way. I’ve heard so much about you. Even in Olympus they talked about your bravery and heroism.”

      Hmm, I was definitely not sad to hear that I was considered a hero.

      “I haven’t had a chance to actually go and see your statue in Pecunia, but I hear it’s quite a remarkable likeness of you.”

      A statute? Holy smokes, they actually erected a monument in my honor. How cool was that? I wondered if Hephaistos had been the one to make it. He was the metal and stone expert and artist, so I assumed.

      I pulled my hands away, trying to extract myself from her space but it seemed like she really needed to touch me. There was an air of desperation about her, and I felt bad even thinking that. By the looks of her, she’d obviously gone through some shit, and maybe she needed a friend or something.

      “Look, I got to go.” I rubbed my arms, trying to scrub the unease off my skin. “I shouldn’t even be here.”

      “No, please stay. I have so many questions.” Iris smiled, her mouth a bit lop-sided because of the scars, but there was still an element of eagerness to it.

      Before I could respond, the whoosh of wings echoed above us. My eyes lifted to find Cassandra and Nicole slowly descending—except, Nicole had her arms wrapped around her. I frowned. Nicole couldn’t fly?

      When they landed, Iris’s demeanor immediately changed. She looked like she wanted to rip off Cassandra’s wings and Nicole’s head. Obviously, there was some history there. Bad history.

      “What part of stay in the room, didn’t you get, mate?” Nicole scolded.

      “I couldn’t sleep, and the maze was the only place I could think of that I wanted to be.”

      Cassandra patted me on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. I get it.”

      Iris sneered at Nicole. “You know Melany?”

      “Yeah,” she responded a bit sheepishly.

      “Nicole’s the one who brought me back from the dead.”

      Iris’s eyes widened, switching between Nicole and me. With a condescending tilt of her chin, she finally shook her head. “Of course she did. Nicole has a bad habit of messing up people’s lives,” she huffed, and trailed a hand over the puckered scars along her cheek and neck. “She’s the one who gave me these.”

      Well, that was not where I thought this conversation was going to go. Frowning, I studied Nicole. She didn’t seem like the type of person to injure someone. She had a fairly even demeanor and I didn’t sense any rage inside her. I could usually tell, which I supposed was a matter of like seeing like.

      Nicole shook her head. “Iris, you and I both know that’s not what happened. I thought we were past this bullshit. That we’d found some peace between us.”

      After crossing her arms over her chest, Iris’s chin still lifted in defiance. “I may not want to kill you or anything anymore, Nicole, but that certainly doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

      “I never said we were. We’ve never been friends, nor will we be.” Nicole shrugged, then looked at me. “It’s a long story, and not something I’m comfortable sharing.”

      I put my hand out. “Hey, none of my business.” It really wasn’t. If there was anyone familiar with past secrets, it was me.

      “We should get back to the forge,” Cassandra suggested, prompting Nicole to step in front of Iris.

      “You can’t tell anyone about seeing Melany.”

      Arrogance exuded from Iris in defiance. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m asking you not to say anything, Iris. It’s important.”

      “I don’t know where you got the idea that you are somehow in charge here at the academy. You’re only still here because Prometheus is a forgiving God.”

      Frustrated, Nicole threw up her hands with a groan. “Why is everything so hard with you? It’s like pulling teeth without any Novocain to help numb the excruciating pain.”

      I moved in closer to Iris and gave her a small smile. Her face brightened a bit. “Iris, it sucks that we’re asking this of you, but we really need you to keep my sudden appearance a secret. Can you do that for us? For me?”

      She rolled her eyes at Nicole, but then her gaze settled on me, and she nodded with a smile. “I’ll keep your secret, Melany.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Iris.”

      “Just, when you do tell people and make your grand entrance, could I be there? Beside you?”

      My gaze went to Nicole, who gave me a “what the heck?” look, then I focused on Iris. There was definitely something off about this girl, and I wondered if it had been there before the accident or whatever happened to her.

      “Yeah, of course you can.”

      Her smile widened, becoming almost grotesque. “Everyone will be so jealous that I knew about you being alive before they did. I’ll have to return to Olympus once my therapy is finished and let everyone there know. They will be so happy to hear it, and so envious that I’m the only one sharing the news.”

      “Great,” Nicole said. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait, how do we get back without anyone else seeing her?” Cassandra asked.

      Nicole’s eyes narrowed at me. “How did you get here in the first place?”

      “I used the shadows. After Hephaistos fed me, some of my power came back to me.”

      Nicole nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “Does it? Because none of this makes any sense to me.” I ran a hand through my hair. It felt a bit dry, brittle almost, and unnatural. Maybe a shower would revitalize me.

      “Can you pull the shadows again?” she asked. “Over all of us?”

      Reaching inside my body, I felt for the energy I needed to do what she asked. I thought that maybe I could do it, but I wasn’t completely sure until I tried it. “Maybe.”

      “Why do we need to be shrouded?” Cassandra asked Nicole. “Melany could just cover herself and fly back to the academy. Then slip back into the forge. We could return on our own. Doesn’t matter if people see us.”

      “You’re right. Duh.” She smacked herself in the forehead. “I’m so used to sneaking around everywhere. Old habits die hard.”

      Before I could call the shadows to me, Iris bolted forward and hugged me. I was so completely caught off guard that she nearly knocked me off balance. Obviously, I was still a bit unsteady on my feet, it had foolish to assume I was back to full power. My body was starting to ache again, as well as my head. I rubbed my temples, trying to smooth away the migraine.

      Nicole reached over and touched my arm. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Just need that rest Hephaistos keeps insisting I take.”

      “Yeah, sometimes that man is right. I hate it. Though I’ll never tell him, that’s for sure. It would go to his head.”

      That made me laugh, and it bubbled out of me before I could stop it. I liked Nicole. She was funny, and brought much needed brevity to the situation. I was so used to being serious all the time, that it felt good to laugh.

      I had laughed with Hades. He wasn’t funny in the way Nicole was, but he too made life feel less heavy. Sometimes it made me chuckle how uptight he was about certain things. Like his clothes. He was a bit of snob about them. I didn’t know what I was going to do if I never got to see him again. Make another deal with Thanatos and Hypnos probably. Although, I knew I couldn’t. They both told me that was a one-time shot. 

      Maybe after all of this—whatever they wanted me to do for them—I’d ask Nicole to take me back to where she found me. Surely, she could do that. From what Hephaistos told me, she had a lot of power. Power others didn’t possess.

      Once Iris moved away from me, I pulled at the shadows lurking along the hedges of the maze and cloaked myself once again. It was a bit harder this time because I was running out of energy. Still, I spread my wings—Gods, it felt amazing to do so—and flapped them a few times to make sure they were in good shape, then lifted into the air.

      I’d nearly forgotten how exhilarating it was to fly. During our first year together, Lucian and I used to go for long flights around the academy and grounds. We’d always end up landing on the tallest turret, and spent time just looking out at the vastness of this world. From that height, you could see all the way to the lake and the woods beyond it.

      We’d also spent a lot of time making out, but I pushed those thoughts away, considering my feelings for Hades, and that Cassandra was now with Lucian. Rightly so. They were well suited to each other. Lucian and I had always been darkness and light. Polar opposites of each other, but I wondered how I would feel when I saw him again. A piece of my heart still belonged to him.

      Rising higher into the air, I considered doing a fly over of the academy before going back to the confinement of the forge, until I saw Cassandra carrying Nicole again. They flew beside me. Because I was enshrouded in darkness, they essentially couldn’t see me, but I imagined they noticed the unusual black cloud in the sky and knew my proximity.

      “How come you don’t have any wings?” I shouted toward Nicole.

      Her head whipped toward me. “Zeus cut them off when I was banished from the academy.”

      Shit! I winced. That was worse than anything I could’ve imagined. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. For years I didn’t know what I didn’t know. Now, it just feels a bit hollow along my back. Sucks that everyone has to carry me though.” She chuckled.

      “Yeah, it does suck,” Cassandra agreed.

      “You should get Hephaistos to make you some.”

      Her grin became huge, lighting up her whole face. “He did. But I damaged them during a fight with a zombie king-bloke last year. I think he’s still pissed off at me about it.” Laughter escaped her. “I asked him if he’d help me make another pair, but he hasn’t given me an answer. He’s still sulking.”

      “He can be a big baby sometimes,” I confirmed.

      “Right?!” She laughed again. “He tries to come off as some big bad ass, but really, he’s just a softy.”

      I laughed hard at that. To think someone was calling the Forge God a softy.

      “Did you guys find out anything at the library?”

      “Not a lot, but I read something about how Hephaistos got the list of names to make Shadowboxes.”

      Nope. I didn’t like where that was going… because I knew the answer. I’d been there when he received one of those lists. A blank one.

      “Before I say anything else, I have to ask you one question.” She lifted one finger for emphasis.

      “What?”

      “Are you afraid of spiders?”

      Gods, this girl had no idea what she was getting us into.
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      NICOLE

      As we flew back to the academy, I had a sense that the dark, shadowy cloud that was Melany was going to veer way off course and disappear into the distance. She had probably been considering doing just that the entire way.

      Did I blame her? Hell no! I didn’t want to be in this situation either, but I was long past running away from things, from responsibilities.

      Besides that, I had to find a way back to Cade. He needed my help, and Melany was my way to him. I was sure of it. There was no way I was going to abandon him, or the others. They had all rallied and come for me when the Corpse King took me to the Wheel of Time, wanting to erase all of us from existence. I would do the same.

      The moment we walked back through the huge, open doors to the forge, Hephaistos was on us, his mouth so downturned that it looked like it was melting right off his face.

      “Where have you been?” He loomed over Melany.

      “I had to get out of here. I felt stifled. I needed some air.”

      Whirling around, he glared at me. “Why did you let her go gallivanting around? It’s not safe for her here.”

      I put my hands up in defense. “Hey, mate. I didn’t let her go and do anything. She has a mind of her own, as I’m sure you damn well know.”

      “I do know.” He shook his head. “You’re both giant pains in my ass. I’m done babysitting. You’re on your own.” Turning to storm away, his big, booted feet began stomping on the hard stone floor.

      “Wait! Before you march away, we need to know how to get to Arachne’s lair.”

      His face scrunched up with question. “Arachne? Why would you need to see her?”

      “We need to find out more about the list of names for the Shadowboxes.”

      “Why?”

      “I have a theory that whoever is organizing this uprising of the mortals has a beef with the academy. But I don’t think he was a recruit here. I think he’s a parent of, either a recruit that made it into the academy, or a kid that didn’t get his invitation and rightful place as a soldier in the Gods’ glorious army.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice on the last words.

      He stared at me for along moment, then shook his big head. “Nope. No one sees Arachne. It’s impossible.”

      “Nothing’s impossible, Hephaistos. I mean, c’mon, you’re a God, for Pete’s sake. You could make mountains out of mole hills if you wanted. I’m sure you can tell us how to go see a giant spider Goddess, so I can ask her a bunch of questions without getting wrapped up in web silk and sucked dry.”

      Melany backed up a few steps and shook her head. “I’m with Hephaistos. You have no idea what you're asking to get into.”

      “You can’t tell me you’re afraid of a big spider. From what I’ve heard, you tamed a giant three-headed monster puppy, and the Furies.” I gaped at her. “I ran into those creatures in the underworld, and I nearly pissed meself.”

      “Arachne is more than just a spider,” she replied with a shudder. “I’ve seen her.”

      “She can’t be that bad. I’ve seen the painting.” Okay, so I was lying. Arachne was indeed horrifying in the picture. It had made my stomach roll over thinking about actually facing her, but we needed to know this information. I was sure the answer we needed would be in what we discovered about the families of the recruits.

      “Doesn’t matter, I won’t help you.” Hephaistos crossed his arms over his chest, like he was closing the doors on the subject, which just didn’t work for me. He must’ve known that I’d find a way to her regardless of his involvement. He couldn’t possibly be that obtuse about what made me tick.

      “Do you really think that this information will help?”

      Gazing at Melany, I nodded enthusiastically. “I do. Before I lost contact with Cade in Pecunia, he wanted me to find who this Mark could be. Cade’s the smartest person I know, and if he thought it was important, then so do I.”

      I left out the part about being sickly anxious about what could have happened to him, but maybe Melany could read between the lines. She was a young woman, around my age, and she’d been in love. From what I’d heard in the rumor mill, she had fallen hard for Hades, the Underworld God himself.

      Melany’s attention shifted to Cassandra. “What’s your take on this?”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by Melany’s reluctance, and her defaulting to Cassandra. I mean, she knew her, had history with her, trusted her, and she didn’t really know me at all. Still, it kind of stung.

      “I know that something bad is going on here, and in Pecunia,” Cassandra admitted. “And I know that something happened to Lucian.”

      Melany winced with the mention of his name.

      “He was supposed to return to the academy through the cave portal but didn’t make it. I also know that Cade was injured by one of the insurrectionists, and I have confidence Nicole will find some answers.” She looked over at me, offering me a smile. “She and I have been through a lot together; I trust her implicitly.”

      Conviction shone in Melany’s eyes, and she nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s go find Arachne.” She crossed her arms and turned toward Hephaistos, mirroring him completely in stance and facial expressions. “If we had your blessing, then we could seek her out safely and not offend her.”

      Brilliant. I liked how she was appealing to his sense of honor, and to the fact that if he didn’t help us, we could be put in danger. He knew as well as we did, that we were going with or without his help.

      They stared at each other for a long moment, until finally, Hephaistos let out a long, agonizing sigh. “Fine. I will write something on a scroll so you can give to her. That should grant you safe passage. But I can’t be one hundred percent certain that she will abide by it. Arachne is not always in her right mind.”

      “Maybe she’ll remember me,” Melany offered.

      “I highly doubt it.” Huffing, he limped through the forge to his private rooms.

      We all followed him there.

      The Fire God went to his desk, which had been shoved into a corner like an afterthought. He opened the middle drawer, took out a piece of aged parchment, and a quill pen with its ink well. After dipping the tip in the black ink, he quickly scrawled a message on the paper, signed it, and rolled it into a tiny scroll, handing it to Melany.

      “There. I’ve done my part. Now, you can’t blame me if she rips off each of your heads and dines on your insides.”

      A shiver rushed down my spine, my face scrunching in response. “Is that a real possibility? I was joking when I said that thing about the spider web and being sucked dry.”

      Melany slid the scroll into her pants’ pocket then shrugged. “She seemed mostly civilized when I met her years ago.”

      I heard the emphasis on the word mostly and didn’t like that at all. Yet, it was too late to back down now. After all, it had been my plan.

      When we all returned to the forge, I looked around it. “Okay, so how do we get to her lair?”

      Raising her arm, Melany pointed to a fissure in the corner of the rocky ceiling. “Through there.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. Of course, it had to be the highest point possible. A place I couldn’t easily get to because I didn’t have any damn wings. I turned to Hephaistos. “You haven’t had a chance to make me some new wings, have you?”

      “Nope. I’ve been busy.”

      “Of course you have.” I sighed.

      “I’ll carry you, Nicole. Don’t worry about it.” Cassandra flexed her biceps. “I’m getting buff from lifting you.”

      I hated being reliant on others for things, but right now, it couldn’t be helped, so I had to roll with it as best as I could.

      Cassandra unfurled her wings, gave them a hearty flap, then wrapped her arm around my waist. Used to the drill, I put my arm around her shoulders and neck. Pretty soon, people would start thinking she and I were a couple. Not that I cared, she was pretty hot. If I were into girls, she’d totally be my type.

      Once Melany’s wings came out, we all shot up towards the break in the stone. The closer we got, the more evident it became that the fissure was quite big, and we would all easily fit. I supposed it had to be that big for Arachne to pass her giant, bulbous spider body through it.

      After we went through the crack, it became obvious that we would have to crawl through a dark, circular tunnel dug into the rocks. I was about to form a ball of firelight in my hand, but Melany was quicker on the draw. Her ball of green fire bobbed in the air in front of me.

      “Here you go.”

      “Ah, thanks. I could’ve done it.”

      “I know, but now you don’t have to.” After pulling in her wings, she got on her hands and knees and crawled into the tunnel.

      I went in behind her, and Cassandra came in last. As we crawled, my hand kept sliding into a few small grooves in the stone. At one point, I stopped to inspect them, and the soft green glow of the firelight illuminated a multitude of divots in the rock surface around us. I nearly lost my lunch when I realized that the divots were caused by Arachne’s six spider legs as she made the trip to see Hephaistos every year for… I didn’t even know how long. Decades, centuries most likely.

      Cassandra nudged me in my arse, and I continued to crawl forward. It felt like the tunnel went on forever, but quite suddenly, we reached an opening. Melany moved aside so we could also look out of it. Usually, I was okay with heights, but vertigo overwhelmed me once I looked down into a very deep and very wide cave. We had to be at least a hundred feet from the rocky bottom.

      “Anyone else feel dizzy?” I asked, pulling back from the wide opening to take in a few deep breaths.

      Melany patted me on the back. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Where do you think she is?” Cassandra asked, leaning over the edge to survey the cavern.

      Getting a bit closer, I glanced over the space. I spied a waterfall and a bit of greenery in the distance, so I pointed that way. “I’d bet she’s there. Looks like the most inhabitable area.”

      “Okay, let’s go.” Melany spun around, slid her legs out of the opening then pushed herself out of it. She dropped a few feet before her wings sprung out and she soared through the air.

      “Mate, please don’t drop me,” I begged Cassandra as we maneuvered our way out of the tunnel too. With me clinging to her, we pushed out as well. Her wings extended in seconds, and we did a big swoop upwards, which made my stomach do a few loop de loops. 

      Once we caught up with Melany, it didn’t take long to reach the waterfall.

      We landed on the sandy shore of a pretty pond, where a ton of vegetation grew along the shore and up the small hill. There were even a few trees. Birds sat on the branches, tweeting excitedly at us. It was all very idyllic, and I almost felt relaxed.

      Until I heard her voice…

      “Who dares to disturb me?” The question vibrated through the air and over my skin.

      I shuddered at the way my body crawled in revulsion. My eyes snapped up to find a pale, angular human face with black lips, tiny, pointed teeth, and long stringy black hair hanging upside down. My breath caught at the sight, watching her slowly descend from the ceiling on a thin silvery thread. Her shoulders were bare and wide, with a front set of arms that were slender but muscular, along with her small, yet noticeable breasts.

      However, everything after that no longer resembled a human being.

      Beyond her torso was a large bulbous body with black, orange, and red markings—much like the stripes of a tiger—and lined with tiny sharp looking black hairs. From that body sprouted six spindly spider legs, barbed with more tiny black hairs.

      When she reached the ground, the thread released from her back end, and she scuttled toward us.

      Startled, I stumbled backward, pinwheeling my arms for balance, but I still fell onto my ass and right into the pond.
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      “Oh, my Gods. Is he dead?” Mia stared down at Marek’s unmoving body, her eyes wide, her face growing paler by the second. 

      I immediately crouched to check the pulse on his neck, praying to all the Gods that I would find one. When my fingers pressed against the groove of his throat, I felt something, but it was faint. It was not a good sign.

      “He’s alive, but barely.”

      Georgina bent down next to him, placing her ear on his chest, and checked his breathing. “I’m not sure what I can do. I don’t have any potions or ointments that can restart his heart. He needs a defibrillator or something.”

      Noise came from one of the cells, and I looked over to see Lucian moving around, pulling at the chains, and shouting around his gag. It was hard to tell what he was saying, but obviously, it was important, and it was about Marek.

      I studied him for another few seconds, finally spotting his fingers’ movements. Tiny sparks were coming off them. He was trying to make lightning, trying to make electricity.

      “We need to get Lucian free.” I stood and moved toward the door to his cell, eyeing the locking mechanism. “He can shock Marek’s heart back to normal.”

      Lucian nodded frantically, letting me know that I was right in my thinking.

      “How are we going to do that?” Jasmine asked from my side. “If you touch those bars, you’re going to get the same electrical shock Marek just had.”

      Looking at the lock, I knew I could pick it easily, but Jasmine was right, if I touched it—even with other metal tools for picking—I’d get the same deadly shock. Unless I used something else to manipulate the lock, something that wasn’t a conductor of electricity.

      Tearing off a few of the vines that were wrapped around my leg, I selected long pieces without leaves, and showed them to Georgina. “Could you make these solid, like sticks?”

      She took them from me, then closed her hands around them. Slowly, she dragged the vines through her hands, handing them back to me. They were now firm sticks, just like I’d asked. It was a very cool trick.

      Slowly bending the tip of one of the vines into a hook, not to break it, I carefully slid both of them into the hole in the lock. I knew I needed to be quick, because Marek probably didn’t have much time, and there would be some of the mortal soldiers coming down the stairs any moment, but I also didn’t want to break the vines and lose any chance of this working.

      I wiggled the sticks around, then moved the hooked one down and up. My hands shook a little, and I dropped one of the sticks, but after quickly retrieving it, I went back to work. Sliding the picks in and rooting around in the lock, I searched for the tumblers to release. Soon, I was rewarded with a soft clicking sound, so I moved it upwards again. Another click, louder this time, and I smiled. Georgina handed me a different hooked rod, a longer, thicker one she’d made out of one of the bigger vines, and I shoved it into the lock so I could pull the cell door open with it. The other picks were too thin and lightweight to do the job.

      Immediately, I marched inside and pulled the gag out of Lucian’s mouth.

      “They’re using God made weapons,” he blurted. “That’s how they ambushed me before I could reach the portal.”

      “The portals are all shut down now,” Jasmine revealed, causing him to frown.

      “What? How is that possible?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” I admitted. “They also used a special net on Rosie, and I couldn’t burn it, tear it, or anything. It was nearly impossible to get it off her.”

      I grabbed the chains that bound him, calling on my fire and metal powers. Within a minute, I’d managed to melt them enough for Lucian to get free. The moment he could move, he sloughed off the chains and rushed out of the cell.

      Kneeling next to Marek, Lucian set his hand on his barely moving chest. “Move back,” he urged Georgina.

      She got to her feet and moved to stand by me.

      Closing his eyes, Lucian pressed his hand hard against Marek’s body, producing a flash of blinding light. Marek’s body lurched off the ground, and then flopped down once more. Lucian put his fingers along Marek’s neck to get his pulse. Frowning, he set his hand on Marek’s chest again, and brought forth his lightning. After being jolted one more time, Marek’s eyes finally sprung open, and he instantly sat up. His mouth opened, and he sucked in as much air as he could.

      “Thank the Gods,” Mia gasped and sagged against Jasmine, who put her arm around her shoulders.

      “No, thank Lucian.” I patted him on the shoulder, then went to work on unlocking the cell where Ezra was.

      While I worked the lock, Marek tried to get to his feet but Lucian had to help him, then prop him up so he didn’t collapse. Once I got the door open, I went inside and helped Ezra out of the chains too.

      “Where’s Jia?” Marek murmured, his voice low and scratchy.

      “Don’t worry about that now, bud. Just take in some breaths and keep your heartrate steady.” Lucian clapped him on the shoulder and gave him a nod of encouragement.

      I glanced over at Georgina, to see if she had the same thoughts I did when Lucian diverted the conversation from Jia. I had a feeling we were right in thinking she was on the wrong side of this battle. Her absence inside the cells was a big red flag. If she wasn’t here, tied up, and in chains, where was she?

      “Okay, let’s get out of here while we still can.”

      “What about Jia? We can’t leave her.” Marek tried to push away from Lucian but stumbled sideways, nearly falling back against the electrified bars. Lucian managed to grab him before he did. Saving his life again.

      I started along the corridor to the stairs, but didn’t get far before the sound of several heavy boots thundered down the stone steps. Five uniformed men entered the dungeon; they were all armed. It definitely didn’t look good for us. We were trapped and in a precarious situation, because the only way out was through those men.

      I could no longer justify not using lethal force.

      We were all going to have to use our powers to escape, and it was going to get really messy down here.

      Opening my hands at my sides, I called fire to me. Instantly, flames curled around my fingers and flickered from my palms. The men in front of me flinched, two of them taking steps backward. The sizzle of lightning followed from behind me, so I knew Lucian had powered up as well. That meant Jasmine had drawn her sword too, and Mia had probably knocked an arrow in her bow. I wasn’t sure about Ezra, as I didn’t know what powers he possessed, but I assumed Mia or Jasmine would’ve given him a blade of some sort.

      Before any of us could attack, someone pushed through the group of men to stand in front of me. It was Jia.

      “Jia!” Marek shouted and stumbled forward, but I caught his arm, holding him back before he could get any closer to her. Marek frowned. “What are you doing with them?”

      “I’m getting justice.”

      “What are you talking about? Justice for what?”

      Sensing movement behind me, I discreetly glanced over my shoulder to find Georgina was crouching on the ground, hidden behind Lucian, Marek, and me. Her hand pressed to the hardpacked dirt floor, she was using her earth powers. When I turned back, my gaze traveled over the men’s shoulders, and I noticed one of the stones that made up the wall behind them vibrating ever so slightly.

      “Justice for her,” Jia answered. “She never should have died that way.”

      I frowned. I wasn’t sure who she was talking about, but obviously, whoever it was had been a part of the academy and Jia’s friend.

      My attention shifted to Marek and Lucian, to see if what she said had any impact. Lucian’s deep scowl told me that he likely knew who the “she” Jia was talking about.

      Jia took a step forward and reached out her hand toward Marek. “Join us. She was your friend too. We can finally get justice on those who allowed her death to happen, on those who let Melany go without any repercussions.”

      For a split second, I thought Marek might reach out and grab her hand. That he would cross the line into enemy territory, because what Jia was saying to him definitely had an impact. Tears gathered in his eyes, rolling down his cheeks.

      Lucian’s hold on Marek tightened. “You know that’s not how it went down, Marek. You know the truth.”

      “He’s lying to you! He’s an academy pawn.” She waved her hand at us. “They all are!”

      Part of me wondered how fast I could throw a fireball at her without her reacting. I wasn’t familiar with Jia’s powers, but I knew that whatever I threw at her, she’d survive. Still, it would be a good distraction so we could overtake the armed men and escape.

      I shifted my stance slightly, but Jia noticed and turned toward me. That was when I realized that she had a piece of gold rope around her neck. I didn’t remember seeing her wearing something like that earlier. That rope, the way it shimmered, it reminded me of something, I just couldn’t place my finger on it.

      “Don’t do it, Cade,” she warned. “You will regret it.”

      My hands lowered, yet I didn’t extinguish my flames. A tap on the back of my leg delivered the silent message I was waiting for, Georgina was ready to do her thing. I glanced over at Lucian, giving him a slight nod that I hoped Jia and the others didn’t see.

      A few seconds later, the entire dungeon vibrated. Stones shot out from the wall, striking the men. One big boulder took out the guy closest to the stairs, crashing against his head. As the insurgents lifted their guns to shoot, I tossed a few fireballs into the mix.

      Screams shattered the stagnant air. A shot rang, and I felt the whizz of the bullet as it flew by my arm, burrowing into the wall behind me. Bits of rock scattered onto the ground from the impact.

      More shouts and cries filled the air as Lucian drew a thunderbolt and fired it at one of the guards. It struck him in the leg, burning right through him until he collapsed, clutching his limb. In a way, he was lucky, since the lightning would’ve instantly cauterized the wound. He wouldn’t bleed out, but the shock might kill him if he didn’t get any help right away.

      Chaos was on our side, allowing us to push through the group of guards to the stairs. Shooting another fireball, I grabbed Jia along the way, trapping her in my arms and carrying her with me as I ran up the steps. She kicked and punched me, but I didn’t let her go. I had a sense that she wasn’t acting on her own accord, that something had influenced her.

      Once I reached the top floor, I kept going right out of the fort. There was no time to look back, so I had to trust that the others were right on my heels. Outside, I did a quick check over my shoulder to find Lucian and Marek running out behind me. Georgina came limping out, blood seeping from her right leg while Mia and Ezra were right behind her. Jasmine came out last, blood slicking the blade of her sword. There was also blood dripping from a wound on her arm.

      We didn’t have time to address any of our wounds, we had to take to the air and get out of there. My wings sprung out from my back, and I flapped them hard to get to the sky. Jia kept struggling, finally biting my hand and breaking open the skin. Blood dribbled down along my wrist. It was so sudden and shocking, that I lost my grip on her and she fell to the ground. I paused, and was about to land to grab her again, when a large rush of men came running out of the surrounding trees. Several nets shot towards us.

      The tip of my right wing got entangled with the golden wire, and I couldn’t move it, forcing me to drop to the ground, to try to pry it off my wing. The others weren’t as lucky. Both Jasmine and Mia were pressed onto the ground with the weight of the net on top of them. Jasmine tried to bring up her sword to cut it but couldn’t do it. Only Georgina’s legs had been ensnared, so using her metal arm she was able to pull it off her and get back up to her feet, but one of the insurgents leveled the butt of his rifle at her head, knocking her unconscious.

      Ezra made it up into the air. He was just about to crest the treetop, when one of the men picked up a bazooka and shot out what looked like a sling shot. The heavy gold orbs connected by a thick rope spun around in a circle, wrapping around Ezra’s wings and entrapping them. He instantly fell to the ground. The sound of his ankle snapping echoed when he landed, and he cried out, grabbing his leg. Two of the men threw another net on him to keep him from getting away.

      Hands ablaze with fire, I wrapped them in the netting that caught on my wing tip. I knew it hadn’t work before when getting Rosie loose, but right now I didn’t have to worry about burning anyone but myself. I created as many flames as I could, until I could smell my feathers burning. It curled into my nose and made my stomach roil, but I didn’t let go. After a few more seconds, the net fell away, but so did a good portion of my right wing’s feathers and cartilage.

      There wasn’t time to lament about what I’d lost. Immediately, I turned to find Lucian and Marek. One of the men ran at me, his hand going to his gun rig on his shoulder. Losing all my patience, I sent a blast of fire toward his hand. He screamed when his hand burned to a crisp and his gun melted in the holster, the molten metal scorching him under his arm.

      I spotted Lucian fighting with another insurgent and ran toward him. He landed a solid blow to the guy’s chin, busting it, and upon seeing me, he raced toward the trees. When I reached him, we flew up into the air. My wing was so damaged that I struggled a bit, but Lucian reached down and grabbed my hand, pulling me along with him.

      As we soared away, I looked back down at our people, and had to stamp down the urge to turn around and go back to free them. Though it hurt, I knew that what Lucian and I needed to do was find a way back to the academy, so we could return with our own weapons, and put an end to this insurrection once and for all.
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      NICOLE

      The last thing I expected to happen while hunting for Arachne, was to turn into a clumsy idiot and fall in a pool of cold water after being frightened by her. A very deep and raspy laughter—like they had been smoking a pack of cigarettes a day for most of their life—burst from someone, dancing in the echoes of the cave.

      It came from the spider Goddess, and I realized that was the last thing I’d expected.

      Thankfully, Cassandra offered me her hand to help me out of the water. Once I stood, I called my fire to dry my clothes and hair so I didn’t look like a drowned skunk.

      “Thank you for the laugh,” Arachne said. “I do not often get a chance to do so down here.”

      I gave her a little bow. “I aim to please.”

      The Goddess turned her gaze from me to Melany, which was beyond frightening since she had two beady black eyes, but each “eye” was made up of eight orbs. She scuttled a little closer to get a better look, and I tried to suppress a shudder of revulsion. I felt bad for having that kind of visceral reaction to her, but obviously, I wasn’t as big a fan of spiders as I first thought. I never had a problem with the little ones in my flat back in London, but I supposed they didn’t scuttle or have human features like Arachne did.

      “Do I know you?” she asked Melany, who also inclined her head.

      “Yes. My name is Melany Richmond. We met a couple of years ago in Hephaistos’s forge, while you delivered the scroll with the list of names to receive a Shadowbox.”

      Arachne tilted her head to the left, then to the right as she regarded Melany. “Ah, yes. You are one of Hephaistos’s pets.”

      I could tell Melany was about to argue, so I stepped next to her and grabbed her arm, squeezing it. “Yup, we are all Hephaistos’s pets. His beloved pets. Which means he really likes us and would be pissed if anything ever happened to us.”

      Melany slid a hand into her pocket and pulled out the scroll. “Hephaistos told me to give you this.” She handed it to Arachne.

      The spider Goddess scuttled even closer and reached out, thankfully, with her human hand. I didn’t think I could handle it if she’d taken the roll with one of her spider pincers. Opening it, she read it. Her lips moved as she did, which I found odd but almost endearing. It was a very human thing to do.

      “He asks that I endeavor to indulge you and give you safe passage here.” She waved a hand. “I will grant this.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement. When I turned my head slightly, a large spider—the size of a dog—scuttled back into the shadows. We had been mere minutes from being a whole nest of spiders’ dinner. I swallowed down the bile that rose in my throat, squeezing Melany’s arm even tighter.

      If she had noticed the same thing, she didn’t give it away. I was impressed. She had the best poker face of anyone I’d ever met. I looked over my shoulder toward Cassandra. She, on the other hand, looked petrified, so I relinquished my hold on Melany and went to Cassandra’s side, holding her hand for comfort—hers or mine, it didn’t seem to matter at this point.

      “Why have you come to my lair?” Arachne asked.

      “We seek—”

      “We’re wondering if you have a list of names for the families who get the Shadowboxes?” I stepped forward.

      Melany glared at me over her shoulder, but I shrugged. I hated all this pomp and performance. We needed to just ask the question and be straightforward. I didn’t see the harm in that.

      “Why do you seek this information?”

      That wasn’t an outright no.

      Melany took a step to the side, inviting me to speak, I guessed. I really didn't want to get any closer to Arachne, but I knew I had to if I wanted to conduct this meeting. I moved again to stand next to Melany.

      “Ah, you probably don’t know but there’s been some uprisings against the Gods in the mortal realm, and I-we suspect that the leader of the rebellion could be a parent of someone who had come to the academy to train.”

      “No, I had not heard of this, but I do not bother with the lives of mortals. They are of little consequence to me.”

      Her attitude didn't surprise me. Most of the Gods didn’t care anything about the mortals in the other realm. In the past, they had been playthings, lovers at best. The stories about the Gods had always been ones of tragedy and revenge. So many mortals had suffered at their hands that in some ways, I understood the frustration and disillusion humans had about the Gods they worshiped.

      I’d had the same feelings over the years. I’d suffered at their hands, more than most. This uprising wasn’t surprising to me. If I was honest with myself, if I hadn’t been a Demigod, if I was just some average person living back in London, working at the pub or partying with Pinky, and I’d heard about a group looking to push back at the Gods, I might’ve been tempted to join.

      “The uprising may be in the mortal realm, but they have managed to close the portals from here to there. Which means there is someone in this realm who has betrayed us. I would hate for this fight, this battle, to come to the academy. Who knows what kind of destruction that would cause?”

      The Goddess tilted her head again, and I could see her tiny fangs worrying at her bottom lip. I’d piqued some interest in her. I hoped it was enough for her to help us in finding who this Mark was, and who his son or daughter was—or had been.

      After another few minutes, she scuttled backward and gestured with four of her legs. “Follow me.”

      We did, walking toward the small hill where the waterfall fell freely. Right next to the spray of the falls, there was an entrance into a cave, and Arachne scuttled through it. I grabbed Melany’s arm before she could disappear inside it.

      “Are we sure she’s not leading us to our slaughter? Maybe that’s where all the killer spiders are waiting for us.”

      “Maybe, but do you have a better idea?”

      “No?” I glanced at Cassandra. “Do you?”

      She tugged on my hand. “C’mon. I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”

      I didn’t know what I was expecting when we entered the cave inside the hill, but it definitely wasn’t a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree library.

      The lantern that hung down from the ceiling illuminated every inch of the walls, floor, and ceiling, and the scrolls placed there. As I looked around, I lost my bearings, and at one point, it felt like I was actually walking on the ceiling, then it whirled around and I was walking sideways on the wall.

      My gaze went to both Melany and Cassandra, but they seemed to be handling this much better than I was. Neither one of them looked as disoriented as I was starting to get.

      “Looks like the Cave of Memory, doesn’t it, Cass?” Melany asked.

      “It does.” Cassandra looked up and down. “Almost exactly.”

      “What’s the Cave of Memory?”

      “It’s where the Fates live.” Melany ran her hand over the wall of scrolls nearest to her.

      “The Fates? Like, the three sisters who determine the destiny of every single person that has ever been born?”

      “Yup.”

      “You’ve seen them? Like, up close and personal?”

      She nodded again.

      “Melany saved their lives, and essentially, every person alive,” Cassandra explained.

      Damn. That was impressive.

      Arachne had disappeared on us, but suddenly lowered herself from the silk thread extending out of the back of her bulbous body. Surely that was the ceiling, then again, I was so discombobulated that I couldn’t say for certain. She hung there, upside down, in front of me.

      “Every name on each scroll that I took to Hephaistos came from these. And the scrolls came from the Fates themselves, entrusted to me.”

      My fingers itched to just reach down and slide one scroll out to read it. “Can we go through them?”

      “For a price, I will allow it.”

      “What price?” I asked with a grimace, suspecting it was going to be something horrible.

      A creepy smile tilted Arachne’s lips, and it made my blood run cold. She lifted one of her spider legs, reaching over to grab my hair. The white part of my hair to be specific. “Your hair,” was her answer.

      I swallowed. “Excuse me? You want my hair?”

      “Just this white piece.” She tugged at it, yanking my head downward. “It’s very pretty, like my silk.”

      I looked over at Cassandra and Melany for help, but they just shrugged. Some friends they were.

      “Um, okay?” My whole body began shaking. “You’re not going to pull it out strand by strand, are you? I’m pretty sure that would hurt and take a long time.”

      “No, of course not. Just a little snip.” Holding my hair in one spider leg, her other reached over, and the pinchers cut off the white chunk of my hair. I could just imagine what that looked like now, to be missing one wide chunk of hair near my bangs. Probably like a toddler who had gotten a hold of those colorful plastic scissors for the first time.

      Her spider leg handed her my chunk of hair, and she lovingly ran it through her hands repeatedly. The sight of that didn’t make me feel so good. My stomach was starting to hurt. I could just imagine what Cade was going to think when next he saw me.

      When my strands had gone white after nearly being evaporated, he’d told me he thought it was pretty on me. Often, he would run his fingers through it when we lounged on his bed and talked about random stuff. I loved those moments. I missed him deeply, but if this got me closer to seeing him again, then it was all worth it in the end.

      I could always color another chunk white if I wanted.

      Arachne gestured to the scrolls with a flick of the lock of my hair. “You may go through the scrolls.”

      “Are they arranged by year or decade?” Melany asked, and I was glad that she had the sense to ask, I was still a bit muddled from having my hair hacked off by a spider Goddess.

      What was she going to do with it anyway? Wear it?

      Gods, I really hoped she didn’t weave it into one of the webs she used to catch prey. That would be kind of gross.

      She looked thoughtful for a moment. “No, not really. I believe I started saving them over there.” She gestured to the far wall, then frowned, waving a hand above her. “Maybe it was here, or there.” She stopped four of her spider feet. “I cannot be sure. I have been doing this for a very long time.”

      “Thank you. We will make sure to be careful with the scrolls.” Melany bowed her head, and Arachne bowed back.

      “I must go, my children are hungry, and I must feed them.” Zipping back up the silk thread, the Goddess ended up on the ceiling above us. From all four corners scuttled several large spiders, all of them following her across the cave walls.

      I shuddered. “I am officially scared of spiders.”

      Extending her arms to the sides, Cassandra turned around in a circle. “So, where do we want to start?”

      “I guess we could all pick a spot and work our way back to the middle,” I suggested. “Since I’m wingless, I can start right here.” I slid out one of the scrolls near my sneaker, unrolling it. “August the ninth, the year nineteen hundred and thirty-five,” I read it out loud. “From the Douglas Copperfield family, the academy recruits Sarah…” There were other names on it that I didn’t read. At least now we knew the date and the family names were listed. It wasn’t the ace in the hole we needed but at least it was a start.

      And we had to start somewhere. Cade and the others were counting on us.
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      CADE

      Bullets whizzed by Lucian and I as we flew over the treetops and away from the fort. One of them nicked Lucian’s bottom wings, obliterating the feather into puffs of down, and nearly hit him in the calf, but it didn’t slow him.

      When we were safely out of firing range, I flew in closer to him. “What do we do?” I was so conflicted; I didn’t know what was the right choice to make. The smart choice. The one where we could all come out of this alive.

      “We need to get to the academy and to Prometheus. I think the only thing that will squash this uprising is a show of force from him and the other Gods.”

      I wasn’t sure I completely agreed with that. Stopping violence with violence never seemed like the logical solution to me. Yet, I didn’t argue with him. I did agree that getting to the academy was important. Getting to Nicole, was even more so, I was certain that she would be able to do something to stop this that no one else could.

      “If the portals are closed, how do you suggest we get to the academy?”

      “I might know of another way,” he suggested. “Follow me.”

      “Shouldn’t we go get Ren, Mia and Rosie? We need to get Rosie to Chiron before there’s irreparable damage to her wings.”

      “Let’s find a way home first. They’re safe where they are right now. We don’t want to drag Rosie around needlessly, if we don’t have to.”

      Lucian was right. They were tucked away out of harm’s way right now. I didn’t want to change that without a good reason. Finding a way back to the academy was a good reason.

      We flew over the town of Pecunia, then some farmland, and toward another small town in the distance. One I didn’t recognize. Although, during my first years at the academy I didn’t portal into the mortal realm much. I preferred to stay at the academy and build stuff in the forge, or I hurriedly made my way to Olympus and basically hid out there in the boiler room, helping to make the whole place function.

      “Where are we?”

      “New Athens.” Lucian pointed toward a wooded area with a lot of open, green space just past the last of the buildings. “That’s Pan Park. That’s where we’re going to land.”

      I followed Lucian down into a wide clearing near a very tall, very old oak tree. It looked like the oldest thing in the park—everything else seemed new, even the grass. There weren’t as many trees as I had expected in a park, and most of them were young trees. A few others were saplings with barely enough leaves on their branches to house any wildlife, let alone provide shade to a visitor.

      Lucian must’ve noticed the way I was observing our surroundings, because he nodded. “This is where one of the earthquakes happened a few years ago. The one that the Titan created on Aphrodite’s orders.”

      Now, it was all making sense to me. I remembered when that happened. It had created a lot of concern and chaos at the academy, and in Olympus, where I had been spending my time while Lucian, Melany, and the others were dealing with it. This wasn’t the first time I felt a bit of shame about that.

      “What are we doing here? Is there another portal we haven’t tried yet?” I looked around us, thankful that we were alone, and without an audience. That would be the last thing we needed right now, for some good citizen to spot us and report it to either the authorities or the men in black. At the moment, I didn’t trust that the authorities would be on our side.

      He shook his head, setting his hand on the giant oak. “Not a magical portal, no. But a way back into the academy.”

      I examined the tree. “Do we go inside it?”

      “Years ago, Melany, Jasmine, and Ren escaped the academy to come here and find out about the earthquakes Zeus kept from everyone. Dionysus told them about a real, physical path to here. A tunnel that started in the forge, through the dragon one, and went deep underground under the water, and up through this tree. They had to pay a dryad to get through, but they were able to.”

      “It’s definitely worth trying.” I set my hands on the tree. “Shall we knock?”

      Seeing him nod, I literally started to rap my knuckles against the hard bark.

      “Hello?! Can you hear me? We need passage to the academy.”

      There was no response.

      I kept knocking until my knuckles were all scratched up and raw, blood dotting my skin. My gaze fell on Lucian to find the same thing on his hands.

      “Do you have strong earth powers?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I have them, but they aren’t strong. How about you?”

      “I can manipulate metal and rock, but trees and nature do not listen to me at all.”

      “We could burn a hole into the tree, get in that way. And hope like hell that we don’t hurt the dryad inside.”

      I hated to do it, but I had a feeling it was going to be our only way into it. With a nod, I set both my hands flat against the oak’s thick trunk. Lucian did the same next to mine.

      “On three, we light up and burn our way through without setting everything on fire.”

      “Agreed.”

      Lucian started to count. When he reached three, I called my fire forward, careful not to unleash its full fury. Letting it out slowly, carefully, like I had at the fort, I saw the bark start to burn, leaving scorch marks underneath my palms. Lucian was doing the same thing, and it wasn’t long before we’d created a big hole in the side of the tree. We pushed a bit more until we reached the hollow center of the oak.

      Honestly, we were both a bit surprised that our plan had worked without us burning down the whole forest.

      The hole was big enough for both of us to step through, and the diameter of the trunk wide enough that we could both be inside at the same time. Once into the big oak, I looked around to find a way to the tunnel. I stomped on the wood beneath us, hoping my foot would go through some kind of hidden trap door underground. Except, nothing like that happened. It was just wood. Just another part of the tree.

      Crouching, Lucian set his hands on the tree floor beneath us. He pushed as hard as he could, splintering the wood, but it didn’t reveal a door that would lead us into the tunnel back to the academy. Frustrated, his hands lit up with flames and he started to burn the floor of the tree. Nothing came of that, except a lot of black smoke.

      Coughing, I stepped out of the trunk, bending over and coughing hard to clear my lungs. When I straightened, Lucian joined me, also in a coughing fit.

      “Are you sure this is the right tree?” My gaze swept the surrounding forest, searching for another oak as big as this one.

      Wiping his mouth, he nodded. “I’m sure. It’s the only oak left standing. Melany was very specific about it. This is where they came through.”

      “Maybe the dryad abandoned it and destroyed the tunnel. Or maybe it closed, just like the portals have.”

      “Either way, we’re screwed.” With a drawn-out sigh, Lucian settled himself down on the ground near the base of the trunk.

      It was evident that he was near the edge of hopelessness, and I didn’t blame him, it did seem hopeless. So, we needed a different plan. But first, we both had to take a breather. Honestly, we could’ve used some food, drinks, and a few hours of rest. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any food, and we couldn’t realistically give ourselves a few hours, but at least, I could get us some water. I had spied a freshwater stream nearby as we flew into the park.

      “I’m going to get us some water,” I offered. “I saw a stream just by that bridge.”

      “With what? We don’t have anything to carry it.”

      My gaze landed on a park bench near some fig trees. It was made of wood and metal. Walking to it, I set my hand around one of the metal legs, tearing it away from the bench.  Cradling it in my hands, I called on my fire and melted it until it was like putty, molding it into a deep bowl. With a small flame, I smoothed it until it was almost shiny, and held it up to show Lucian.

      “Will this do?”

      Chuckling, he nodded. “Yeah, that’ll do.”

      I took my newly fashioned bowl and walked over to the stream to fill it with cool water. Quickly, I drank my fill and dipped it again, filling it as much as I could without spilling it all on the way back. My feet urged me to move swiftly, to hurry so we could get back to the fight, yet the truth was that Lucian and I needed to keep our heads on straight. We couldn’t go rushing into anything without thoroughly thinking about it. We wouldn’t be able to help anyone if we acted rashly.

      When I returned with the water, I sat next to him on the pile of leaves that had fallen from the oak tree, handing him the bowl. He drank it down greedily, and leaning his head back against the tree, he sighed again.

      “We need a good plan. If we can’t get back to the academy, we have to rescue the others. We can’t leave them there.”

      “I agree.” Except, at the moment, I didn’t know what that plan was.

      I stretched my arms and legs on the ground, feeling the bullet wound on my flank also stretch, pulling at the newly healed skin. It hurt for a moment but then faded. Intending to stand so I could inspect the wound, I set my hands down into the leaves, but my fingers brushed against something else besides leaves.

      Unsure of what it was, I looked down, brushing away several large leaves to see the tips of my fingers fall on a piece of parchment. Old parchment. I picked it up to find there were words scrawled in black ink across it. A list, it seemed.

      “What’s that?” Lucian asked.

      “I don’t know, I found it mixed with the leaves.” When I started to read it, my heart thundered in my chest.

      It was indeed a list. A list of names that I quickly realized were of recruits who had received Shadowboxes. I recognized a lot of those names. Those were people I knew.

      My startled gaze went to Lucian. “Your name is on this.”

      “What?” He took it from me, his eyes quickly roaming over the words. His face paled in seconds. “What is this? Where did it come from?”

      “I don’t know. It was here, in the leaves.”

      Holding the scroll, he got to his feet. “This is a list for Shadowboxes. Hephaistos gets them every year, so he can make them and get them delivered to the right families. Melany told me that Goddess Arachne delivers the list to Hephaistos straight from the Fates.” He looked down at me. “How is this here? What does it mean?”

      Before I could reply that I had no clue, I noticed there was something else scrawled on the underside of the parchment.

      Standing, I took the paper back from him, flipping it over to read what was written.

      “Dear Cade, Lucian, or whoever else finds this…

      Gods, I hope you’re the one reading this, Cade, and the worst hasn’t already happened. Please know I’m thinking about you. That I love you.

      If you’re reading this, mate, it means you’re looking for a way to get back to the academy, since all the portals are shut down, and you’ve tried the oak tree without any success. There is another way. Go to the temple. There, you’ll find…”

      And that was where the note ended.

      Frantically, I flipped it over, and over, but there was nothing else.

      “Who wrote that?”

      “Nicole.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “How did it get here?”

      I looked down at the note again and started pacing around, unable to keep my heart from racing and my body from vibrating. “She must’ve traveled through time. To the past. She was here, knowing we would try this way to get to the academy.”

      He took it from me and read it. “How would she know about the tree? She wasn’t here then. The only people who knew are here in Pecunia. Cassandra doesn’t even know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I wonder what she means by the worst hasn’t happened yet? How would she know that?”

      I didn’t want to hazard a guess on what she meant. The implications were terrifying.

      “Why didn’t she finish?”

      “She must’ve gotten interrupted while writing it.” I felt sick thinking about what that might mean. What could have happened?

      Pacing around some more, my foot came down on something hard, and I heard a crack. I glanced toward it to find that I’d stepped on a pen. A black ink pen, so I couched down to pick it up. It was made of metal, expertly crafted. Clearly, it was Hephaistos’s work, and it had to be the pen she’d used to write the note.

      Something had happened so quickly that Nicole hadn’t even had a chance to pocket the pen.
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      MELANY

      At least three hours passed by the time we took a much-needed break from reading through all the scrolls. We each must’ve looked at over one hundred pieces of parchment to no avail. After the first hour, we were able to establish some kind of pattern, pinpointing roughly where a certain decade was located.

      We were firmly in the nineteen nineties.

      We did come across a few families who had a Mark, but they were in the seventies and eighties. Those men would be in their fifties or older, and their fathers in their seventies or eighties. I did make note of them, writing down their names and family names, just in case. We couldn’t overlook anyone at this point, since we really didn’t know who we were dealing with here.

      We left the cave to get water from the pond.

      “I wish I would’ve known this was going to be an all-day excursion,” Nicole said while we cupped our hands and drank. “I would’ve brought Tinker along with snacks.”

      I was going to remark about that being stupid, and ask how we would have managed to carry the robot through the tunnel, but then my stomach growled, reminding me that I had a few years of death to make up for as far as eating.

      My energy levels were depleting again. I needed food and soon.

      When we returned to the cave to start reading again, I picked a spot on the floor, or what passed as a floor in this place, and started to pull random scrolls. By that point, I would unroll one, quickly scan it, then reroll it and slide it back into its spot. To the next one it was. I did that almost on auto pilot. Grab, unroll, scan, reroll, slide. Rinse and repeat.

      My eyes were starting to get blurry. I rubbed them as I unrolled the next scroll, seeing the names almost dance before my tired eyes–Charlotte Briggs, Rosie Dixon…

      I stopped on the next one, blinking rapidly to make sure I was reading it correctly.

      Lucian Perro.

      Holy shit. That was my year. Those were my friends and peers.

      Continuing to peruse the page, I saw my name—Melany Richmond, from the Tom Richmond family by way of Callie Demos.

      Something amiss must’ve registered on my face, because both Nicole and Cassandra asked me what was wrong.

      I held up the scroll. “It’s my year.”

      “Oh, wow.” Nicole came up to sit beside me. “That’s cool, and probably weird.”

      “It is a bit weird.” I nodded, my gaze reading the names again. That time, I registered each one. They were in alphabetical order.

      Charlotte Briggs, from the Roger Briggs family.

      Revana Dewan, from the Mark Dewan family.

      Rosie Dixon, from the Richard Dixon family…

      Jasmine was also there, along with Georgina, Ren, Diego, and Ezra.

      My heart lurched, starting to beat faster, and my stomach rolled over when I realized what I was seeing. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Mark Dewan. Revana’s father.

      Revana, who had been killed during the battle with the Gods in Pecunia. Revana, who had been my nemesis. Revana, who some still thought was dead because of me.

      “I’m pretty sure I found the Mark we’re looking for.”

      I showed them both the scroll. “Who’s Revana?” Nicole asked.

      Paling, I glanced at them, no longer able to carry the weight of this realization on my shoulders. “She was basically my biggest rival during our training. A worshipper of Aphrodite.” I scrubbed my face with both hands. “She sided with Zeus and Aphrodite during the big battle against the rest of us. When the ground cracked in two, she fell into the crevasse and died. I tried to help her but couldn’t reach her in time.”

      Cassandra wrapped an arm around me. “It wasn’t your fault. Everyone knows that.”

      “I beat myself up about it for a long time,” I confessed.

      “Was anything ever brought forward to the Gods’ council or anything?” Nicole asked.

      I shook my head. “Honestly, a lot of the Gods died that day. There really wasn’t a council to bring it to.”

      “Does anyone know what is sent to the family when a recruit dies?”

      “I have no idea.” I shook my head again. Damn it. It was all flooding back in again. All the thoughts and feelings. The guilt. I’d thought I’d dealt with it. Obviously, I was all kinds of wrong.

      “We should find that out. So at least we’d have something to go on,” Nicole offered.

      “From what I heard, the Dewan family were devout followers of the Gods. Revana often bragged about the offerings they would take to the temples.” 

      Nicole got to her feet. “Which is probably why her death would’ve been extra hard to take for the family. Her father probably felt that he was betrayed after all they’d given to the Gods. Would make sense that he would be unbelievably angry.”

      “Enough to start a terrorist movement?” Cassandra asked.

      It would’ve been enough, I had no doubt in my mind.

      “We should get back to the academy and see if we can find out. I’m sure Prometheus would be able to tell us,” Nicole suggested.

      I slid the scroll into my pocket. I had no plans to put it back. We needed it, and I figured my name was on it, so in some ways, it belonged to me. I just hoped that Arachne didn’t notice it was missing, although I didn’t know how she could with millions of scrolls in the room.
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      When we got back to the forge, Hephaistos almost seemed surprised, which then made me realize how much danger we’d been in truly. Obviously, not enough for him to do anything about it. It still amazed me how passive the Gods actually were, especially after growing up with the stories of their fierce battles and the great deeds they’d done. It probably was all a bunch of bullshit.

      Before Nicole and Cassandra went off to look for Prometheus—I was still banned from the rest of the academy—Nicole asked Hephaistos about Revana’s death.

      “What happens when a recruit dies?”

      His perma-frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

      “Like, is the family notified? Does the academy have an official standard statement they send out?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not part of the administration here. If you haven’t realized by now, I like to stay out of things.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, we definitely know that. You make it abundantly clear every day, mate.”

      “Did you find the information you were looking for?”

      “We’re pretty sure that the man who is responsible for these uprisings is Revana’s father, Mark Dewan,” I informed.

      Hephaistos’s eyes widened a bit as he looked at me. “Revana?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh. Well…” He scratched the stubble on his chin with his big hand.

      I’d never really seen him speechless before today. He was often stoic and reserved, not wanting to offer any information or help, but not once had I’d seen him rattled.

      “That was an unfortunate event.”

      I didn’t have a response that wasn’t laced with several curse words. Unfortunate wouldn’t have been my word of choice to describe what had happened that day.

      “Okay, we’ll go find Prometheus and see what he knows,” Nicole interrupted. “And you… Well, you stay put.”

      My stomach growled again. It was so loud that I was embarrassed by it.

      “I’ll send Tinker over to bring you a bunch of food. What is your favorite thing of all time?”

      “Pancakes. With lots of whipped cream and fruit.”

      My mouth started to salivate just thinking about it. The last time I had delicious pancakes was… I didn’t really know. It was definitely with Hades, he had carried them into the dining hall for me, a full stack, just loaded with strawberries and blueberries, and smothered with so much whipped cream that it toppled over and dripped onto the floor. It had made me laugh, which made Hades laugh. Then he stuck his finger in the cream and dotted my lips with it, kissing it off me.

      My cheeks flushed, realizing that I didn’t quite eat those pancakes right away.

      That memory was so clear and fresh, that maybe it had just been yesterday when it happened. But that wasn’t really the case. Wherever I had been, didn’t operate like that. It didn’t have time constraints. There hadn’t been a yesterday or tomorrow. Just a now. This moment in time. I had spent over two years of just now moments with Hades.

      I wondered if he knew that I was gone, and if he did, I wondered what he would do to find me again.

      True to her word, Nicole sent Tinker to the forge with a tray of ten or more pancakes loaded to the max with fruit and whipped cream. While they were gone, I ate all the food and then paced around the forge, trying not to get into Hephaistos’s way while he worked.

      However, as I walked from one end of the space to the other, all I could think about was Hades.

      His voice filled my ears, his smell hit my nose, and his face constantly flashed before my eyes. My head started to throb, pulsing at the temples. It was as if he was trying to come through the dimensions, through my body. I could feel him all over me, inside me. Sometimes I didn’t know where I ended and he began—we were that in tune with each other. Being without him now, made me feel empty and hollow, and I hated every second of that feeling.

      When Nicole and Cassandra returned, I was all but ready to poke my eyes out to stop the never-ending rotation of pictures of him in my mind.

      “We couldn't find Prometheus,” Cassandra announced as soon as we met.

      “Not anywhere?”

      Nicole walked around Hephaistos’s desk, picking up different things and fiddling with them. Grabbing one of his metal pens, she slid it into her pocket. “It’s like he’s disappeared. We even asked a few other people, some of the recruits, Chiron even. And no one has seen him. Not since we were with him at the cave portal.”

      “What do you think that means?” I asked.

      Nicole threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t know, but obviously, we’re going to have to take care of this situation ourselves.”

      As usual…

      She didn’t say it, but I knew it was implied. It was something I would’ve said and thought too.

      “What do you suggest?” Cassandra asked.

      Nicole looked at me intensely. “How are you feeling? Think you could try to use the shadows again?”

      After eating the pancakes, I did feel better, more energized. I wiggled my fingers, cracking the knuckles. “I’ll try.”

      Nicole and Cassandra huddled in next to me as I spread out my arms, reaching for the shadows along the ground and walls of the forge. The space was only lit by the roaring fires and molten metal that streamed through the canals along the floor, so there were a lot of shadows swirling about looking to play. I hoped that they wanted to play with me.

      It didn’t take long before the darkness slid across the stone to wrap around my legs and up my torso. More shadows joined in the fun, until the three of us were cloaked inside a swirling black mist. That was just the first step, now we had to be able to move through the dark passageways. I envisioned the town square in Pecunia and focused on it, seeing it clearly in my mind. Once the image was set, I grabbed both Nicole and Cassandra’s hands, and started to move forward.

      As we walked in the dark, I expected to see some light start to bloom in the distance. That was how it usually worked. Trying not to be discouraged, we kept moving through the darkness. Finally, I spied a soft light just ahead. We kept walking towards it, and it grew bigger until light, sounds, and smells surrounded us.

      Except, we were not in Pecunia, we were at the center of the maze.

      “Shit!” I banged my fist against the gazebo pole. “I’m sorry. I thought for sure it was going to work.”

      Cassandra set her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. We’ll find a way.”

      “What if we combined our powers?” Nicole suggested. “We both concentrate on Pecunia and the town square, then push our powers together to travel there.”

      I shrugged. “Would be worth a try.” I didn’t have any frame of reference to go on concerning her powers. All I knew was that they were immense. They had to be for her to be able to travel through time and space, and bring me back from the dead—or from some strange dreamland that existed between time and space.

      Cassandra didn’t look as convinced that it was a good idea. “Nicole, what if we end up in some other time?”

      “I have more control now. And with Melany’s shadow powers it should help focus my abilities to stay in this time and space.”

      “Okay,” she conceded, although she still looked uneasy.

      Cassandra’s worry needled its way into my head. Maybe this was not such a great idea. However, like Nicole, I didn’t have any other idea how to reach Pecunia without going through a portal.

      Once more, we huddled together, this time holding hands right away. I drew the shadows to us again while Nicole did whatever she had to do. Within seconds, I could feel the air around us start to vibrate, so obviously she was doing her thing.

      When we were inside the shadows again, Nicole told us to stay still and not to move. Instead, she would move the world around us. I hated the sound of that, and was just about to say as much, when I felt the world start to spin. It was unsettling, so I squeezed their hands tighter to stop myself from getting dizzy and toppling over them.

      Images of places and people spun around and around our heads. I tried to catch some of them, but it was getting faster. Then, something caught my eye. My head turned to find a hole in the darkness. A wide, round doorway, much like the portals where I’d seen Nicole. Through the opening, I saw Hades sitting in his dark purple, velvet-covered chair in front of the hearth of the library, reading a book. One of his thick tomes, most likely about history.

      His head suddenly jerked up and his gaze locked onto mine, brow furrowing in confusion.

      “Hades?” I whispered.

      He got up from the chair and came closer to the portal, peering into the odd wormhole through space. “Melany?”

      His voice was so clear that it seemed like he was standing right next to me. Desperately, I reached a hand toward him. “Hades!”

      Then all the images vanished from around us, and we were standing on a patch of grass, the sun shining down on us. It was warm and inviting, and I couldn’t stop my face from lifting toward it to soak it in.

      I looked around and recognized a cluster of trees, as well as the park where they were. “We’re in Pecunia. We made it.”

      Cassandra let out a little sigh while Nicole laughed. “Wohoo. I was worried there for a minute.”

      “We’re not far from the square,” I informed, pointing to a street that wound down from the park toward some white stone buildings. I hadn’t seen the buildings before. They must’ve been new, but I’d been gone for a few years.

      As we worked our way down the road, it became apparent that there was some sort of celebration going on. Music filled the air, and I saw colored ribbons flying on the top of a few of the buildings. Also, a few of the people we came across were dressed in white clothing, which I found a bit strange. I glanced at Nicole and Cassandra, they too had looks of concern and confusion on their faces. The people that passed us, regarded us warily, as if we didn’t quite fit.

      When we reached the buildings and turned the corner to go toward the town square, it became even more apparent that something wasn’t right. There was a large gathering of people, all in white, standing in front of the Gods’ temple. Except, the temple didn’t look like any temple I’d ever seen.

      “Something’s wrong,” Nicole blurted, a strange quiver gripping her voice. One I hadn’t heard since knowing her.

      Cassandra pointed to the square. “Your statute is missing.”

      I looked to where she indicated, remembering they told me the town had erected a statue in my honor. It wasn’t there now. Instead, there was a huge plaque erected on top of a slab of white stone.

      “No. No, no, no, no.” Nicole ran toward the plaque.

      We followed right on her heels.

      After reading the plaque, Nicole slumped over it, shaking her head. “Oh, Gods. This can’t be happening!”

      My attention shifted to the stone. It looked like something that was erected to commemorate a major event. Like the discovery of something… or the end of something.

      “This plaque honors all those who lost their lives during the uprising of June 28, 2022.”

      A list of names followed.

      Cassandra started to cry as she read the them, so I followed her gaze…

      “Jasmine Walker.

      Georgina Stewart.

      Lucian Perro.

      Cade Mason…”

      They were dead?

      I whipped around and grabbed Nicole by the upper arms. “What the hell is going on?!”

      “We’re in the future,” she sobbed. “I took us to the future. And they’re all dead.”
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      HADES

      I reached a hand toward the swirling portal in the wall, but it vanished before I could touch it, swallowing itself until there was only a pinprick left, then that popped out of existence. My fingers still tingled from whatever energy that had produced as I pulled my hand away.

      Taking a step back, I looked around the library, and took in the chair, the fireplace, and the wine I had been drinking in my bejeweled goblet, as well as the book of poetry I was reading. Confusion unfurled in my mind about what had just happened and what it meant.

      Where was Melany? It had been her who I saw through the strange portal, I was sure of it. There was no other woman like her, who looked like her. She was singular in every way. She’d been with two others. A girl with wild red hair, who I vaguely remembered, and another with black and white striped hair. I didn’t think I knew her, but somehow, a memory of her popped up into my mind for a split second, then disappeared.

      What had Melany been doing with them? She was resting in her bedroom, wasn’t she?

      We’d just finished dining on duck breast with apricot chutney. Our dessert had been a chocolate mousse, that Melany always craved. Though, I didn’t mind. It made her happy, therefore, I liked to indulge her, if only to see her smile when she first dug her spoon into it. She would always eat hers as quickly as possible, and then convince me to give her a few scoops of mine. I playfully denied her at first, only to eventually give in and slide the glass bowl over to her side of the table. It was a dinnertime ritual of which I never seemed to tire.

      I left the library to seek her out. Surely, she was in her bed fast asleep, sleeping off her “food baby"—it was what she called a full stomach. While I marched across the dimly lit hallway, the fires flickered along the bottom of the walls, giving off as much light and heat as we needed. If anything, I was very energy efficient. Although, it wasn’t like I had to pay for any of it. It was part of the perks of being the God of the Underworld. A snap of my fingers was all that was needed to ignite the flames.

      When I reached Melany’s private room, the door was closed. That wasn’t surprising, since she always closed it when she went for a nap. Although we lived down here together, I wanted to make sure that she always had her privacy. I thought it was an important part of maintaining a strong relationship. Eternity could become unbearable if you had to be in each other’s space every waking moment. It was best to have separate spaces and separate interests.

      I enjoyed sitting by the fire, drinking wine, and reading, while Melany thought that was extremely boring. She liked to go into the training room and run the obstacle course, throw knives, or shoot at targets with the bow. She also enjoyed watching movies and eating a lot of junk food. Of course, I indulged her every wish. Whatever made her happy, made me happy.

      I knocked softly on the door, then opened it, finding it was dark inside her room. Usually, a flickering light came from one of her scented candles on the bedside table, so I sniffed the air, trying to catch the smell of vanilla. It was what she usually lit, knowing it was one of my favorite scents, and hoping I would visit her in her bed. Although she would vehemently deny it, I knew she secretly did these small things to please me. However, no such candle had been lit this time.

      Snapping my fingers to bring a small flame to life, I approached the bed, intending to slide in next to her and wake her with soft kisses on her shoulders and neck. Two places I loved exploring on her. She always responded with tiny moans that made me even more aroused for her. More times than not, we’d end up entangled in all kinds of interesting, delicious ways.

      “Melany, my love…” I didn’t kneel on the bed.

      It was empty. 

      My hands roamed the blanket and pillow. It was cool to the touch. It would’ve been hours since she last lay in it for it to be so cold. Yet, that was impossible, she’d just retired to her room for a nap.

      “Melany?” I whirled around in the room.

      I rushed into the adjoining washroom. Maybe she was indulging in a hot bubble bath. When I entered, it, too, was empty. It also felt like no one had been in it for hours, maybe even days. That couldn’t be right. Taking in a deep breath, I tried to catch the scent of her soap and shampoo—it was usually something fruity like pomegranate or passion fruit—but I smelled nothing but stale, calcium rich water.

      I’d just seen her at dinner. That had been only a few hours ago.

      Swift steps took me out of the bedroom, and I went into the dining hall. Maybe she had snuck into the kitchen to get more food. Melany had a hearty appetite, which surprised me since she was so tiny. I didn’t know where she put it, but I loved that she indulged in small pleasures, like food, and sometimes wine… and other more interesting pursuits.

      Her appetites were almost as insatiable as mine. Yet another reason we were so well suited. I shouldn’t have been surprised by it though, she was born to the darkness. It ran through her veins, which was why I had been so enticed by her.

      I opened the door to the dining room to find it empty as well. The table was also clear. Except, I swore we’d left our dishes and glasses after eating, telling ourselves we’d clean up later, which we never did. I always had to snap it all away in the end, but I didn’t recall doing that this time.

      Setting my hand on the polished, wooden dining table, I had a sense that I hadn’t sat there in a long time. Yet, it made no sense. I thought about the duck we’d eaten earlier, conjuring it in my mind. Usually, when I did that, Charon would float into the room, carrying our meals and happily chatting about something my hound Cerebus had done. However, when I glanced to the far door on the other side of the room, it didn’t open, and the skeletal butler never entered.

      My heart thudded a little harder in my chest. Something was not quite right. Actually, if I thought about it long and hard, there were a lot of things that didn’t feel normal. Even this room, this hall wasn’t quite right. There were tiny inconsistencies, but I’d brushed them off because I’d been so involved with Melany. So happy with her, which, in some ways, was also odd. When had I become a happy man? 

      I was the God of Darkness. An arrogant, cruel bastard. Not a contented man of leisure.

      After leaving the dining hall, I crossed the corridor to the training room. Maybe Melany was inside it, training with the Furies. Sometimes she liked to run the obstacle course I’d set up in there long ago, when she first came to me to be trained. She’d been so naive and unsure then. So unaware of her own, beautiful power.

      She had piqued my interest from the start.

      I’d thought of her as a young woman I could mold to be my shadow, my successor in some odd way, although it wasn’t like I’d ever die. I never planned to fall in love with her, but I had. Desperately. At some point, she’d become an obsession. My head filled with thoughts of her. Every day. Every minute. Every second.

      The moment I entered the training room, I knew it too was devoid of life. It smelled old and musty. As if no one had used it for years. Except, that wasn’t right, was it?

      “Melany?” My voice echoed throughout the room and bounced back to me. “Ally? Tis? Meg?” I called out the Furies’ names, but somehow knew I wouldn’t get a response. They weren’t here, and hadn’t been here in a long time. I could sense that now. There was no energy in this place.

      Leaving the training room as well, I stood in the wide hall, acutely aware of the unsettling feeling vibrating through the air.

      “Charon! I need you.”

      There was nothing but the echo of my own voice, bouncing off the barren floor and walls.

      “Charon! I demand you show yourself!”

      Again, nothing happened. He didn’t appear.

      Usually, my skeletal butler would immediately float out from one of the rooms to serve me whatever I needed. However, if I really thought about it, I didn’t think I’d seen him in a long time. It had just been me and Melany in the hall.

      I turned to look at the closed, thirty-foot metal doors that sectioned off my hall from the rest of the Underworld. My loyal and beloved pet, Cerberus, normally clawed at the metal to be let in. He was always on the hunt for a huge bone on which to chew. Approaching the doors, I pressed my ear to it. Only deafening silence extended on the other side.

      I reached for the handles and gave them a tug to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Not even an inch. Once more, I tried pulling on them with all my might. Still, no movement. Not even a rattle. It was as if they weren’t even real.

      There had to be a way out of here. I was the God of the Underworld. The Master of the Shadows. I could be and go anywhere I so chose.

      Taking in a deep breath, I drew the shadows to me, feeling them instantly respond to my call. Once inside them, I pictured a place in the academy where I wanted to go. Just like I’d done so many times before. I started to move through them, yet when I stepped out of the darkness, I was right back in the corridor, having moved barely a few inches.

      This couldn’t be happening. No one but Zeus had the power to block me, and my dear, older brother was dead and gone.

      I tried once more. Pulling the shadows to me, enshrouding my body inside them, breathing them in slowly. The image of the gazebo at the center of the maze inundated my mind—the first place I’d met Melany—and I walked forward, confident I would be stepping out onto the lush green grass. Instead, I walked out into the corridor again.

      My head began to ache. I didn’t like how I was feeling.

      Marching back into my library, I went to the side table, and poured myself a tall glass of whiskey from the decanter. I downed the alcohol in one hearty gulp. It burned on the way down, but it didn’t taste as sharp as it usually did. It tasted duller, as if it hadn’t been aged in an oak barrel but a pine one.

      I returned to the chair where I’d been reading and set my hands to the flames flickering in the fireplace. Even that didn’t feel hot. The fire, too, felt dull, fake, for lack of a better word. Turning, I stared at the wall where I’d seen Melany through the portal.

      Curling my hand into a fist, I crashed it against the Mahanoy wood panel. I kept hitting it until my knuckles bled, but the wood had not even cracked. It didn’t feel real. Nothing did anymore.

      Now that Melany was gone, everything was growing duller by the minute… I wondered if I, too, would fade away.

      No. I couldn’t let her go. I’d do whatever was in my power to find her. Even if that meant ripping a hole in time and space itself.
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      NICOLE

      The names etched in the white marble kept scrolling by in my mind over and over again, until I was dizzy and disoriented. My head spun while I glared at the epitaph. I looked around me at the town square, its pristine perfectness and solemn quiet a stark contrast to the grim reality of the situation.

      My stomach roiled, churning like an angry ocean was trapped inside of me, and I had to lower myself to the ground before I collapsed. I hugged my knees tightly to my chest. The tears came hot and hard, and I couldn’t stop them as they scalded the skin of my cheeks.

      They were all dead.

      Cade, the man I loved with all my heart, died in a war. A war we were desperate to stop, but obviously had failed. I had failed him. I couldn’t stop him from dying.

      “What do you mean they are dead?” Melany’s voice was tight with anger as she threw her hands up, her movements sharp and pointed. “What the hell is going on?”

      She paced back and forth in front of me and the frenetic movement was driving me insane. I had to suppress the urge to jump up, grab Melany by the arms and shake her.

      “We’re in the future!” I shouted, my voice hoarse. “The war between the mortals and us happened, and all our friends died fighting in it! That’s what’s going on!”

      A couple of people in pristine white tunics, who were heading to the temple, turned to look at us after my outburst. It wouldn’t be long before we drew unwanted attention. More than we already were, that was. We looked out of place in our regular street clothes.

      “Do you know how far into the future we are?” Cassandra asked, concerned.

      I shrugged. That was an important thing to discover, but I just didn’t have it in me to care at that moment. “I don’t know. Could be a year, could be ten, could be twenty.”

      “Well, we should figure that all out, and also, get off the streets before our appearance invites the wrong kind of attention.”

      When I followed her line of sight, I found more men and women in robes looking at us, and knew she was right. This was not the right time or place for me or any of us to fall apart. We would be drawing a crowd soon, and rightly so. We likely seemed out of place and disrespectful, considering this appeared to be some kind of memorial.

      Offering me her hand, Cassandra pulled me to my feet and hugged me. Initially, I stiffened, still not entirely used to casual affection, but I quickly melted. Ironically, I didn’t realize how much I needed one until I was in her arms. I hugged her back, grateful for her support and friendship.

      Once we split apart, I glanced over at Melany, who had not stopped her insistent pacing. Her movements were determined, and yet, she just kept going back and forth like a pendulum. She looked a bit unnerved—unhinged almost—though I didn’t blame her, I was having a hard time keeping my shit together too.

      Cassandra made a lot of sense right now though, and that was what we needed. Common sense.

      “Melany? You’re from here, where’s a good place for us to go to figure out a plan?”

      She didn’t look at me, just kept moving, squeezing her hands into fists and mumbling under her breath. Something was very, very wrong with her, so I stepped in her way, and grabbed her arms to still her.

      “Melany? Snap out of it. We need you here. We need all of our heads on this so we can figure a way to save everyone.”

      “We can’t save anyone. Can’t you see that?” Her voice was monotone, emotionless; her expression dead when she turned her face in my direction.

      She was worrying the heck out of me. Her eyes looked far away, like she wasn’t really there, and I didn’t have even one extra ounce of energy to give anyone. We all needed to just pull ourselves together. I shook her a little, my fingers digging into her strong shoulders.

      “Snap. Out. Of. It. We need you, Melany. We can’t do this without you.” Unfortunately, she still appeared dazed, glancing at me with wide, unfocused eyes. Letting my instinct take over, I smacked her across the cheek. The moment I made contact with her face, I knew I’d made a huge mistake.

      Flames instantly ignited in her hands, darkness bled out from the very pores of her skin, and all around us, bolts of lightning flashed in the sky.

      Oh, shit. I’d awakened the Kraken.

      The few people who had passed by us, now stopped and turned around to stare. Expressions of abject terror crossed their collective faces as they looked from where I stood with Melany, who seemed like she was about to levitate, to the thunderous sky, and back. A young boy pointed, saying something urgent to the woman holding his hand—his mother, I assumed.

      “Melany! Rein it in! We’re attracting a crowd.” My fingers itched to shake her again, but one bad move on my part was enough for right now.

      “Are they the Gods?!” I heard someone from the slowly gathering multitude ask.

      “Have the Gods returned?” Came an urgent plea from someone else.

      “It can’t be. They all died.”

      “They look like the Demigods from the academy.”

      “No, the academy was destroyed years ago.”

      Cassandra grabbed my arm, her fingers digging in tightly. “We need to get out of here. It’s not safe.”

      “Try telling her that.”

      Melany’s body began to lift in the air, even without the aid of her wings. I couldn’t let her get any higher and out of control or she was going to hurt someone. We didn’t want a repeat of what had happened in Pecunia already, and everyone was staring at her. Honestly, I couldn’t blame them. She was terrifying and mesmerizing.

      “Hold onto me,” I blurted to Cassandra.

      As her fingers hooked into the back of my shirt, I reached up and grabbed Melany’s hands. Her fire instantly snaked over mine, but I pushed my own power forward so I wouldn’t get burned. Pain still radiated up my arms. Her fire was so strong. I imagined it was intensified by all the other abilities she possessed—like the lightning that crackled around her head in a wicked halo.

      Yanking her back down to the ground, I wrapped my arms around her. Flames licked at the thin ribbon of space between us. “Stop, Melany! Stop!”

      Calling all the power I had available inside me, I pushed it to the surface. I needed to calm her down somehow. It was obvious she was still struggling with controlling her abilities again, and no wonder.

      I pushed my water into her. Slowly, the flames on her hands started to recede until there was nothing but curls of black smoke coming off her skin.

      The lightning and her darkness were another story, but I just hoped that bombarding her with everything I had would calm some of that too. My power against hers, one neutralizing the other. Enough that I could reason with her, so she could hear me and understand what I was saying to her.

      “You are okay,” I whispered into her ear. “You are safe. I’m sorry I smacked you. I’m a bloody wanker for doing that.”

      I didn’t know what phrase got through to her, but I could feel her drawing in her power back into the hollows of her body—the empty space in the marrow of her bones. The shadows that had been undulating around her disappeared, and the lightning buzzing around her head vanished. Melany sagged into my arms, and I had to brace my legs not to drop her to the ground from the sudden leaden weight.

      Once I judged that she was steady enough to stand on her own, I pulled back and examined her face. “You all right there, mate?”

      She shook her head as if trying to clear it, but her eyes were still foggy and unfocused. “I’m good. I…I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s all right. It’s likely my fault for slapping you. Not my best idea.” I winced as I looked up at the lingering crackles of lightning in the sky.

      Definitely wouldn’t be making that mistake again.

      Cassandra stepped next to me. “We need to get out of the square. We are getting a lot of attention that we do not need.”

      Glancing around, I noticed that what had initially been a group of maybe four people had now swelled to ten. And the looks they were giving us were a mix of curiosity, confusion, and fear. Not a great combination. History had shown time and again that when humans were scared and uncertain, they reacted with violence.

      “Yeah, let’s go. Doesn’t matter where, just off the streets.”

      Together, we started to walk away from the eerie monument, and crossed the street toward a secluded part of the park.

      Unfortunately, a few of the robed audience kind of followed us. One robed figure had their hood up to obscure their face, but I could still tell they were older. They walked rather quickly toward us, and I didn’t trust it. My gut churned.

      “Nicole?”

      The female voice was shaky, hesitant even, but it made me stop in my tracks and turn to face her. I watched, a bit afraid but majorly curious, as the robed figure crossed the street with a bit of a limp in her gait.

      As she got closer, I could tell that she was older than I first thought. Sixty at least, possibly older. Once she stopped directly in front of us, she pulled down the hood, and I saw her face.

      It was disfigured. Burn scars marred her cheek, and went down her neck.

      Halting, my heart dropped into my stomach at the realization of who stood in front of us. My throat went dry, and I licked my lips before I spoke, having a hard time believing what I was seeing. It couldn’t be possible, could it?

      “Iris?”
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      CADE

      Clutching the pen in my hand, I still tried to figure out the significance of it, and of the note Nicole left buried in the crunching leaves near the big, old oak tree in the park. Obviously, she’d been here in the past, specifically at the tree, in the hopes that me, Lucian, or one of the other crew here in Pecunia would find it. It was a warning of the things that were going to happen.

      How could she know what was to come? Even as I wondered, though, I knew.

      “Nicole must’ve traveled to the future,” I muttered, before it had really settled in my head. I was just musing out loud, the words tumbling out of my mouth.

      Lucian gaped at me. “She can do that?”

      “I don’t really know.” I shrugged. “She’s never done it before, but surely, that must be what this note means. She saw what’s going to happen here, then traveled back in time to leave a warning for us.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” He looked around the park. Thankfully, we were still alone. “What we should do is get back to Rosie, Mia, and Ren. Let them know what’s going on, and what we’re going to do about it. I hope they haven’t been discovered, or that Rosie’s condition got worse.”

      He was right. Besides, we needed more heads to figure out what the note and the list meant. Obviously, Nicole thought both would help us, but I couldn’t immediately see how.

      Lucian and I flew up high enough that we wouldn’t draw too much attention. It was so high that the air felt noticeably thinner, our wings beating harder to keep up aloft. To those who might look up into the sky, they’d only see a couple of dark shapes moving across it. Hopefully, we’d appear to be birds to them and not winged men, or dragons or something. Then again, humans were remarkably good at making the strange and unexplainable fit into their own narrow world views.

      Once we reached the old, abandoned farmhouse, we did a quick loop around the perimeter to make sure we hadn’t been followed and that there wasn’t an ambush waiting for us. We both landed a few feet from the door.

      “Ren?” Lucian called quietly.

      “It’s Cade.” I went to the door and opened it, the hinges creaking in protest. After a quick search of the place, we saw that it was basically two rooms, and one wall had been demolished over the year. I didn’t find them. Not even the empty water bottles and sandwich wrappers that I knew they had. It didn’t even look like anyone had been in the house at all.

      Puzzled, I came out of there slowly. “They’re not inside.”

      Lucian’s gaze scanned the surrounded woods. “They must’ve had to hide.”

      “Ren! Rosie! Mia!” I called with my hands cupped around my mouth. A sudden breeze carried my words away.

      Lucian tapped me on the arm and pointed down to the ground, where patches of tall grass had been pressed down and crunched. “Tire tracks.”

      I followed his finger as he pointed out the twin lines through the rustling grass, past the farmhouse, then out toward the road.

      My stomach clenched painfully. “Do you think they got caught?”

      “Not without a fight.” Lucian’s searching eyes fell to the ground again, squinting. “Ren has powerful water ability. He could’ve drowned whoever came to the house just by pulling molecules from the air and earth.” His foot tapped on the dry soil. “I don’t see any puddles anywhere.”

      I walked past the house and toward the tree line to call their names again, reluctant to even consider that they’d been taken. Before I could open my mouth, I saw movement to the right. Ren stepped out from the forest, waving a hand.

      The relief was instant, a cool wave washing over me as I signaled back.

      Swiftly, Lucian and I joined him at the jagged edge of the tree line. After hugging both of us, he looked to the sky, shading his eyes. “Where is everyone?”

      “Captured,” I admitted, my teeth grinding together involuntarily.

      “We were betrayed,” Lucian confessed, his voice tight.

      “By who?”

      “Jia.”

      “What?” His brow furrowed, deeply, shocked. “Why?”

      Seeming exhausted, Lucian scrubbed his chin. We all were. “Revenge for Revana.”

      “I don’t understand.” Ren’s frown deepened.

      “We’ll explain it later.” My gaze moved past him, into the trees, eyes narrowing as I peered into the shadows. “Where are Rosie and Mia? How is she doing?”

      “We moved into the forest when I saw a black SUV coming up the road.” He led us into the woods, his feet following a path I couldn’t quite distinguish. “Thankfully, we found a cave to hide in. Rosie is stable, but she really needs Chiron’s magic. Did you find another way home?”

      “No. I took Cade to the oak tree–you know, the one you, Mel, and Jasmine used to get from the academy to Pecunia—but it was useless. There was no door.”

      “Are you sure it was the right tree?”

      Lucian nodded. “I’m sure.”

      “So, we are completely cut off from the academy.” A resigned sigh left him.

      “Yes.”

      I took the rolled scroll out of my pocket, rubbing a finger over the thin parchment. “Not necessarily.”

      “Cade, we don’t really know what that means,” Lucian argued.

      “Not yet, we don’t.”

      As we neared the cave, which was camouflaged by a bunch of branches cut off from the surrounding trees, a noise echoed from the small rise to the left. My gaze lifted to find Mia, an arrow knocked in her bow, slowly lower the weapon. Her lips twisted into a wry smile as she met my eyes, but when she swept the trees around us, that faded.

      “Where are Jas and the others?” With movements strong and sure, she climbed down from the hill overreaching the cave.

      “They were all captured while they tried to rescue us.” Lucian’s hand settled on her shoulder. “Jas is tough. She’ll be all right. They all will.”

      “What happened?” she asked, horrified.

      “We’ll tell you everything, but first, how is Rosie?” I started for the cave.

      “She’s okay. I’ve done all the healing I can on her wings. She hasn’t said much though. I think she’s still in shock or something.”

      Removing the branches from the entrance, Ren led us inside, our heads ducking through a narrow passageway. Two balls of firelight illuminated the space in an eerie orange glow. In a corner, Rosie sat on top of a mossy bed, her side resting against the rock wall while she hugged her knees tightly to her chest. Her face rested to the side on her knees. She didn’t look up when we entered.

      Even in the dimness, I could see how drawn her expression was, and really noticed the dark circles around her sunken eyes. She seemed exhausted and frail. Wasting away. It scared me, since I didn’t know what to do for her or how to help her.

      A gasp escaped Lucian when he saw her, shock rippling over his face. He hadn’t been there when Jasmine was forced to hack off Rosie’s wings to free her from the net. Grace wrapped in necessary brutality. Immediately, he crouched next to her, examining her wounds while trying hard not to touch her—not wanting to cause her any accidental pain. “What happened?”

      “They threw nets at us in the square,” Mia explained, her voice gentle as she recounted Rosie’s ordeal, though Rosie showed no reaction at all to the story. “They were like nothing we had ever seen. Impossible to break.” Mia’s hand gently caressed the top of Rosie’s head, soothing her. “Jasmine had to cut her wings to free her. I’ve done the best I can to heal the wounds, but she needs Chiron’s medicine to fully recover. If Georgina was here, we could combine our healing abilities.”

      “Cassandra could probably heal her.” Standing, Lucian paced around the cave. “But she’s not here either.” He ran a shaky hand through his hair, and I realized that his skin was pale.

      The stress of the situation was starting to wear him down. Despite how he looked to everyone, the Golden Demigod, he wasn’t made of gold or stone, and recent events were too heavy even for the strongest of beings to carry.

      “Nicole says there’s a way back to the academy in the temple.”

      Ren nearly jumped on me in excitement. “You talked to her? How? Did you get the lantern to work again?”

      I held up the scroll. “No, she left us a note.”

      “We found it at the oak tree,” Lucian added.

      “I thought you said there was no door?” Ren asked.

      Absorbing his obvious disappointment, I nodded. “There isn’t. She had to have traveled back in time to put the note there for us to find.”

      “How would she have known about the tree?” Ren asked.

      “I wondered the same thing,” Lucian added.

      “I don’t know, maybe she is not alone. But she left it for us to find there, knowing we were looking for a path back to the academy. She wrote here that there is a way inside the temple.”

      Taking the scroll from me, Ren frowned. “It’s not finished. Where in the temple?”

      My shoulders slumped. I wished I knew.

      His eyes widened when he flipped the parchment, finding the list of names on the other side. “Holy crap. This is a list of everyone we started year one with at the academy, and our family name.”

      Mia came over to look as well, reading it over Ren’s shoulder—eyes narrowing as she absorbed the information. “They have my dad’s name on there.”

      “Everyone’s father is listed. It’s like a lineage thing or something,” Ren mused, tapping a finger on his chin. “What does it mean? Why do you think Nicole left this specific scroll for us?” With a thoughtful expression, he handed it back to me.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t know that either, but I knew there had to be a reason. It wasn’t a matter of Nicole just happening to have this paper on her person. It wasn’t an act of convenience that she wrote the note on this particular parchment. The list had a purpose. I mean, why did she even have that scroll on her, and where did she get it from?

      Nicole was smart, and I knew that there would be a reason here, even if we couldn’t immediately see it. Lucian had mentioned something about the goddess Arachne and the shadowboxes that Hephaistos sent out every year. Obviously, this had everything to do with what was going on here in Pecunia. It was a piece of the puzzle. We just couldn’t make the piece fit yet.

      As the others chatted, Ren handed out bottles of water, and I read over the list again.

      The answer had to be there, so I looked over each name: Lucian Perro, Jasmine Walker… One name jumped out at me immediately, and I stopped, cocking my head to the side as I pondered.

      Hadn’t Lucian said something about a girl named Revana? She’d died during the war with the Titans and the Gods here in Pecunia. If I recalled correctly, the ground split open after one of the Titans ripped through the earth, and Revana had fallen. A brutal, senseless death. Jia, who was her friend, was furious because no justice was ever dealt for Revana’s loss.

      Melany tried to reach her but couldn’t get to her in time. However, it was suggested that Melany was to blame, and that those at the academy hadn’t done anything about it. Though, as always, that was just one version of the story, the truth lying somewhere in the middle.

      I read her name again, and then the one next to hers, which belonged to her father’s.

      Mark Dewan.

      Stunned, my eyes swept over it once more.

      Was it possible? Was this the Mark we were looking for? It had to be. I’d asked Nicole to find out who he was, and she’d obviously gotten the evidence. If not, it was one hell of a coincidence.

      My attention flew to the others just as Ren handed me some water. “I know who Mark is. I know who’s running the show.” I lifted the scroll.  “I knew there had to be a reason Nicole left this list, and didn’t just write the note on a regular piece of paper.”

      “Who is he?” Lucian asked, voice serious.

      “Revana’s father.”
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      NICOLE

      Bewildered, I stared at the old woman, having an impossible time believing what I was seeing. My brain struggled to merge the image of the young Iris, with the familiar and yet utterly foreign woman standing in front of me.

      She stared at me in return, and I imagined it was just as strange for her, being whatever age that she was, to look at one of her former schoolmates so young—someone who’d had a massive bearing on her life. It seemed she was just as shocked to see me on the streets of Pecunia.

      It was hard to wrap the mind around it.

      “Is that really you, Iris?” I asked, needing her to confirm it. Needing time to believe it.

      Her nod was slow and measured. She pursed her cracked lips, her eyes doing a once over of me, Melany and Cassandra.  Filled with wonder, she shook her head slightly, her gaze curious. “You’re so young. I can hardly remember being that young. It’s hard to understand how you’re here.”

      Understandable, I couldn’t even imagine what was going through her head.

      “We traveled in time, here, to the future.” I looked around, finding some people still intensely interested in us and what we were doing. I cringed. We needed to get out of there, go somewhere quieter, somewhere we wouldn’t create such a scene. “What year is it?”

      “It’s 2062.”

      “Oh, my Gods.” Cassandra’s fluttering hand rushed to her chest. Her usually pale face went even paler, shock flaring in her eyes. “That’s so hard to comprehend.”

      “This is a freaking nightmare.” Continually shaking her head, Melany muttered curses under her breath, throwing me a nasty look every now and then. Apparently, I hadn’t been forgiven for the slap, but at least she was no longer spitting lightning bolts from her hands. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you, Nicole. I should never have let you take me from my room. It’s one disaster after another.”

      “Hey, I asked, and you consented. So I’m not going to apologize.” Although, I had been doing it inside, over and over again. I just wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. What choice did I have, really? Also, I was utterly exhausted of making one impossible decision after another, and she wasn’t exactly offering any solutions here, just complaining.

      Cassandra and I really needed her to snap out of whatever this was, and return to the “taking charge” Melany she had been. We needed her help. Pronto.

      “Look, I have many questions, as I’m sure you do too, but I should get you out of here first. Everything’s different now. You wouldn’t be welcomed here.” Putting her hood back up, Iris gestured furtively. “Follow me. Quickly.”

      Before any of us could respond to what she’d just said, Iris marched away from the town square and toward one of the back streets. It had many prettily painted, yellow row houses situated along the wide paved road. We followed her closely behind, fully aware that people in robes watched us the entire way. I could feel the weight of their curiosity, of their suspicion and scorn, heavy on my back.

      Once we were out of view of the crowd, Iris took a sharp left and walked down one block, then turned right until she came to a stop in front of a row of gray stone houses. Those weren’t as prettily painted or well-kept as the others. After she looked down the street both ways, she led us up to the front door of one of the units in the middle of the cluster.

      Her hand waved in front of what resembled a small phone screen implanted into the door, followed by an audible click before the door swung open. Once Iris entered, we followed her inside, into dry, quiet air.

      A few lights immediately came on, and an automated female voice echoed through the space. “Welcome home, Irene.”

      I cocked my head, wanting to ask about the discrepancy in her name, but stayed silent when Iris gave me a measured, warning look. Going into the small kitchen, she picked up a remote on the counter and pressed a few buttons.

      “Okay, it’s safe to talk.” She turned and opened the refrigerator, taking out four bottles of a pinkish liquid. Setting them on the counter, she indicated for us to grab them with a jerk of her chin. “You should drink this to replenish any nutrients you’ve lost over the past little while. I imagine time travel is draining.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      I grabbed one of the bottles, cracked the cap open, and nearly drained the entire drink in one gulp. It was hard to tell what flavor it was, nothing I’d tasted before, but it went down easy and had a nice aftertaste. Best of all, it was wet and cooled the aching dryness of my throat.

      Immediately, I handed Cassandra and Melany one each, motioning for Melany to sit in one of the kitchen chairs—she looked like she was about to collapse. I hated that she kept going back and forth from being strong to unbalanced. Both in body and mind. It wasn’t like her, not at all, at least from what I’d been told, and frankly, it was throwing me off my own game. I didn’t have enough in me right now to be strong for both of us.

      “Your name is Irene, now?” I asked, seeing her nod.

      . “I had to change it after…” she trailed off, turning away from my gaze, her face tilting to the floor.

      “What happened?” Cassandra leaned on the counter, still fixated on Iris, one of us now grown old. I couldn’t blame her. It was mesmeric. “There was obviously some kind of war.”

      Once again, she nodded. “It was the war that killed so many of us and destroyed the academy.”

      Legs trembling too much to support my weight, I sunk down into the chair nearby. My heart picked up a few beats and my guts churned. I wasn’t sure I could handle what she was telling us. It just seemed so unfathomable.

      How could a legion of mortals destroy the Gods?

      Sure, they had weapons. Bullets definitely could kill any of us, a Demigod, but a God? So many of them had extraordinary healing powers, because they were… well, Gods.

      My attention shifted to Melany, realizing that she had been able to kill Gods. Several of them. The most powerful ones. So maybe it wasn’t so impossible. Still, a simple mortal, even with a gun, couldn’t do the same thing that she’d done. She was not just a Demigod, but one of the strongest, the brightest. A legend among our kind.

      “Surely, you’re not talking about the problems with the mortals, the ones who defaced the temples recently?” I had to ask. Maybe we were making assumptions. It just couldn’t be real.

      Her fingers lifted to press against her temples. “For me that was forty years ago, Nicole. Half a lifetime.”

      “But we’re talking about the same incidents?” I just couldn’t believe it.

      “Yes. That’s when it all started. That was the beginning of the end for us.”

      Tears welled in Cassandra’s eyes, and I mentally slapped myself for being so self-centered about this. Here I was thinking only of my loss, when she’d lost Lucian and her friends too. Melany had as well, but for right now, she didn’t seem as disturbed by it.

      Getting up, I hugged Cassandra. “This is just one future. We can go back and change it.”

      “Are you sure? What if time is rigid? What if this is the future no matter what?”

      “After all the time jumping you’ve done with me, do you truly believe we can’t change things?” I looked her in the eyes. “We have already changed the future.”

      After a few seconds, she nodded, wiping her cheeks.

      Melany bolted to her feet. “If we can change this shit, then let’s go and do it. Why are we sitting around here, wasting time?”

      “Because we need to know how we can change it. There’s no point in jumping back if we don’t know exactly what happened and what is needed to alter the path we’re already on.”

      She didn’t really have much to say about that, so she grabbed the last bottle on the counter, cracked it open and guzzled it.

      Iris watched all of us intently. It looked like she was still having a hard time coming to terms with our presence in her home. She wasn’t the only one having difficulties. Seeing her like this, old and frail, but still with the same eyes and scars, was messing with my mind. Iris was in her sixties now. What had her life been like?

      When I glanced around, I didn’t notice any sign of another person living here. There were no family photos on any of the walls. In fact, the walls were basically bare. White washed, stark, lifeless. As was the kitchen. Everything looked utilitarian. Made and operated for one purpose. The counters and appliances were a dull gray. There wasn’t one pop of color anywhere.

      “Iris, you need to tell us everything that happened. Even if it doesn’t seem important to you, it might be to us. We can use it to go back and change history.”

      Still rubbing her temples, Iris sighed. “We all thought you were dead. You and Cassandra. You disappeared from the academy, so Hephaistos thought you had tried to jump through time with Melany and were destroyed by her chaotic power.”

      Melany snorted. “More like Nicole got us lost in time.”

      I gave her a nasty look, but again, she wasn’t wrong. That was still a possibility. However, I was hoping that since we’d gotten out of the academy and away from its lock down, I would be able to move us through time easily now. Well, easier than it had been. It still wasn’t a perfect mode of transportation. There were so many factors at play.

      For one, we had to contend with Melany’s erratic shadow power, because she still hadn’t gotten control of it and needed time to figure it out. Also, I supposed that in some messed up way, we had that time on a technicality.

      “What happened right after we disappeared? How did the academy fall? How did everyone get killed?” I reached across the counter and grabbed her hand, squeezing.

      Cringing in what I assumed was pain, Iris shook her head. “I can’t remember it all.” She pulled away from my touch, and marched out of the kitchen toward a small corridor. “I have to lie down. The pain is too much.”

      I followed her. “Iris, we have to know this stuff. I don’t know if I can save everyone, but I know I have to try. The information you can give us will make the difference.”

      Her steps took her into a bedroom, then she stopped and whirled around to face me. Her already twisted face, contorted into something mean and angry, and that was when I truly remembered her. Obviously, that part of her hadn’t changed in forty years. Or it could’ve been that all those feelings resurfaced when she saw me again. We had ruined each other’s life once upon a time. I thought we’d been heading to a place of forgiveness the last time I saw her, but maybe I’d disappeared before it could ever become something.

      “It hurts too much to think about.” She pressed her fingers to her temples.

      Something in her expression made me realize that she was being quite literal. It physically hurt her to do so.

      “Was something done to you? Is that how you survived?”

      She shook her head. “Please, just let me sleep for a few hours. I will try and give you the information you want later. But right now, I need to lie down.”

      Taking a step backward and out of the room, I watched her shut the door.

      When I returned to the kitchen, Melany was pacing again; she looked like a caged wild animal.

      “I have to get out of here,” she insisted.

      “No one is going anywhere, Melany.” My elbows rested on the counter. “Iris needs to rest, but we can’t leave her without the information I know she has. We could probably do with the rest as well.”

      “I can’t rest. I have to walk, or fly, or something. I have too much energy swirling inside me.”

      Looking at her, I knew she was right, little sparks were jumping off her skin. The last thing we needed was for her to explode again.

      “Okay, but you can’t go out looking like that.” Walking to the front foyer, I opened the small closet there, pulling out a white robe and handing it to her. “Wear this. But please, keep a low profile. I have a feeling that if we were caught here and they found out we were Demigods, we would be in a whole lot of trouble. The last thing we need is to be drained of our powers, the one thing that is going to get us back home.”

      She put on the robe, pulling up the hood to cover her blue hair, something that in these parts would most definitely get her some attention. Her statue had been torn down, but I had a sense that there would be some older people still alive who remembered the Dark Angel of Pecunia.

      “Don’t be gone too long,” I told her, and then she walked out the door.

      I glanced at Cassandra wondering if letting her go had been the right thing to do. “Should we have stopped her?”

      She gave me a knowing look. “Do you really think you could’ve stopped her?”

      The answer was absolutely not.
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      MELANY

      I wasn’t sure where I was going after leaving Iris’s house, all I knew was that I had to get out of there before I exploded or imploded. I didn’t know which, but both would be messy and destructive to those around me. And to myself.

      Embarrassment still weighed on me at how badly I’d lost control when Nicole slapped me, shooting lightning bolts into the sky. I still wasn’t sure why she hadn’t been incinerated by my out-of-control flames, as most would have been.  Apparently, she was more powerful than I thought which was something I needed to tuck away in my mind.

      I needed to move around, to work some restless energy out of my body so I could think, because everything had happened way too fast. The absolute last thing I’d expected was to be transported to the future.

      Walking down the street back to the town square, I realized that despite the robe I had donned, covering my scarred face and blue hair, I still felt exposed. Not only was I not dressed in the pristine robes that seemed to be the style of this time and place, I knew that I gave off an energy that was just… different.

      In truth, I’d been different even among my own kind at the academy.

      There were only a few people milling about the square, most of them had made their way to the temple where I could hear the buzz of a large crowd, but their gazes were inquisitive as they looked at me. Like they were wondering who the hell the young girl walking around like a criminal was. I looked like a criminal. I looked dangerous. I needed privacy.

      Although we were forty years in the future, and I hadn’t been in Pecunia in three of my years, I still suspected there was one place I could go to where I wouldn’t be bothered too much.

      The spiky tops of the trees in the park rose to my right, so that was where I walked to, my feet carrying me there before I’d fully made up my mind to go. I desperately wanted to test out my wings and fly, but in a world that had supposedly killed Demigods, I needed to keep those black feathers hidden away.

      Quickly, I marched across the street, away from the town square and the noise. I made sure I didn’t look too suspicious, but that was hard considering I most definitely was hiding under my hood and avoiding any eye contact with those around me. It took me about fifteen minutes to get to the park, but it was worth it, as when I arrived there was no one there.  It seemed that I was alone, which made sense if everyone was at the temple for the ceremony, celebration, or remembrance. Though, I had no idea which one it was, and didn’t have the energy to care.

      Once I made sure I was completely alone, I slid off the stifling robe, and then unfurled my wings with a relieved sigh. I stretched them out as far as they would go, the tip feathers of each wing reaching for the sky. Bones slightly cracked in my back and along my spine as I fully embraced my true being. A shudder of relief spread through my body and I sighed openly and loudly. Settling into who I really was felt like such a relief.

      I dared to flap my wings once, twice, and then a third a time that lifted me about a foot off the ground, the tips of my boots just skimming the surface of the grass. Oh, how I longed to shoot into the air and soar over the treetops, but I knew that would be too risky right now. We didn’t know the extent of the danger we were in, if we were in any at all. It was hard to decipher from Iris’s ramblings.

      Hovering above the ground, I flew over to the stream that cut through the park. I was happy to see that it still existed forty years later. In fact, the water looked clearer, cleaner most likely. Hopefully. Maybe people actually did something positive about the environment. In fact, they would have had to, in order to have survived on the planet for this long.

      Inspecting the area, I realized there were more trees in the park. Big leafy trees that provided a lot of shade and a lot of oxygen. I was thankful for that now, as the sun beat down on me. I couldn’t remember the last time I was in the sun. Two years, three? Longer? Enough time that the sun’s rays felt like lasers on my skin, burning holes in my pallid flesh.

      I found a shady spot under a huge oak tree, and after folding my wings in, I sat down at the base. Reaching out with my hands, I buried them in the grass, marveling in the prickly feel of it on my palms. My face lifted, taking a deep breath of fragrant air.

      Gods, how I had missed this smell, this feeling. I hadn’t fully realized it until now.

      It was like a dream, a wonderful, beautiful, glorious dream, but one it felt like I could wake up from at any moment. To be honest, I didn’t want to sink too deeply into the physical pleasures, because I was already dreading having them yanked away.

      Had Nicole transported me from a dream? From death?

      I hadn’t had a chance to really and fully realize what that meant. It felt like I went from my room, a dark but familiar place, to the academy, only to be locked away like a dirty secret. I’d gone back to the maze and felt that grass, that sun, and smelled that air, but it, too, was different from the mortal realm. Even there it felt fabricated. There was never any weather, no storms, no rain, no heat waves, everything was just perfect for the Gods that lived there. Far too good to be true.

      Without rain, thunder, and clouds, after all, how could one fully appreciate the beauty and warmth of the sun?

      However, here, this felt real. Like I was actually real. A real girl. A paper doll brought to life.

      As I sat there, my back against the trunk of the beautiful tree, the vibrant green grass beneath me, the warm, earth-scented air filling my nostrils, I considered for one moment to never leave. That I could just stay in this park to experience this, reveling in it. Maybe I could flap my wings and fly away, find an isolated small town to settle in, live a life, an actual normal, unassuming life. To just be free to be me.

      Then the faces of my friends, the people I loved, flashed in my mind. Lucian, Georgina, Jasmine, Ren, Mia… Hades.

      Where was he in this world? Still dead? Or in the dream I left him in? Did he even exist? Had he ever?

      In this world, they were all dead. They had died fighting a war that we could possibly prevent, if Nicole could be believed. Deep down, I knew she could be, even if that knowledge made irritation prickle over my skin.

      What was I doing?

      I couldn’t just sit here and feel sorry for myself. That was not who I was. At least, not who I had been.

      I was Melany Richmond, a legend and a bad ass. So, I needed to get control of myself, real control of my powers. I wouldn’t be any good to my friends if I wasn’t at full power.

      Opening my hands, I called my fire to the surface. It came readily when called, like an old friend, a longtime companion. Flames instantly curled around my fingers, and I closed my hands to snuff them. My fire power was easily controlled.

      Next, I pulled the water molecules out of the air, creating a small pool in my palm. I drank it down, thankful for the nourishment. Sated for the moment, I stretched my fingers and dug deep inside myself, calling for my lightning powers.

      At first, only sparks ignited from my fingertips, then those sparks grew and sizzled all along the skin of my arms. I pulled at my ability harder, until a bolt formed between my hands. It actually surprised me when it formed so quickly… and now I didn’t know what to do with it. I couldn’t just toss it to the ground, something like that would be noticed. Instead, I threw it into the stream. It sizzled for a few moments then, thankfully, it dissipated.

      My head leaned back against the tree trunk, and I rested for a second. I hated that all of this was making me a bit tired, but like any muscle that had been dormant for years, it had to be exercised to get stronger. As I took a breather, I thought about my most potent ability—my shadow. It was the one power I had been born to wield. The darkness was part of my psyche, as was the God of Darkness, Hades. I thought of him while I called the shadows to me.

      They came quickly, wrapping around my hands and arms, and as I looked into the sphere of night I held in my palm, I pictured Hades’s face—I could see him clearly in the darkness.

      “Hades,” I whispered to him, wondering if he’d heard me, wondering if he ached for me, like I did for him.

      Letting the shadows undulate around me, I finally sent them back to where they slithered from originally. There was only one more ability to test, and then I needed to get back to Nicole and Cassandra. So, I settled my hands down, next to my legs, and pushed into the earth. The stirrings of life and death underneath reached my palms. The power was definitely there, waiting for me if I ever needed it.

      After running my hands over the grass again, I pushed to my feet. I stumbled a little, thanks to the heat making me a bit dizzy, and had to grab onto the trunk of the tree so I didn’t fall on my knees.

      The instant I pressed my hand against the bark, a memory popped into my mind. It was the time Jasmine, Ren, and I snuck out of the academy, risking expulsion to get back to New Athens and Pecunia after the unnatural earthquakes started happening…

      We snuck up to the entrance to the foundry and peered inside. The eerie orange glow of the molten metal flowing through the narrow gutters throughout the space cast the only light. My gaze swept the area, searching for any movement. As far as I could tell, we were alone.

      Deciding it was empty, I looked at the dragon forge. It was a straight shot across one of the stone bridges and up a few steps onto the highest platform. “We need to go to the dragon forge. Follow me.”

      I hurried into the room, everyone shadowing behind me. We made it across the bridge and were about to mount the steps to the platform when a clanging noise reverberated through the chamber. A voice trailed behind the clashing; it was Hephaistos muttering to himself.

      Panicked, Jasmine stared at me. I stared back.

      She pointed to a large boulder jutting out of the floor where we could hide, and bolted behind it. Ren, Lucian, and I followed, but I peeked around the stone, trying to find Hephaistos. If he took the bridge, we would be spotted in a matter of seconds.

      Lucian must’ve realized the same thing, because he suddenly grabbed my face, kissed me hard, and jumped out from behind the rock, running toward the fire God. My lips tingled from the kiss, and I brushed my fingertips over my mouth.

      I tried to follow him, but Jasmine gripped my arm and jerked me back. Her head shook adamantly in warning. I knew she was right. Lucian had provided us with a distraction that we couldn’t squander.

      “What are you doing here, boy?” Hephaistos’s voice boomed.

      “I have a question about blast cleaning and whether we’re going to do that with our shields.”

      “It’s midnight. Why are you asking me this now?”

      I peered around the rock again to see Lucian guiding Hephaistos away from the bridge, his back turned to us, so I gestured to the others to follow me on three. I put up my fingers… one, two, three!

      We dashed out from the rock, up the steps in two strides, and ran to the dragon forge. The heat from it instantly seared my face and I suspected some of my eyelashes had burned away. The acrid odor of burning hair filled my nose.

      We didn’t have much time. A few minutes at most. Taking in a deep breath, I put my hands over the blaze, hoping they wouldn’t burn to a crisp. Fire and I had a deep understanding. I concentrated on lowering the flames. Slowly, the fire started to recede until there were only hot red glowing coals. Grabbing an iron rod that hung from the side of the forge, I pushed the coals to the side to give us a clear path. We were going to have to crawl into the dragon’s mouth. It was the only way.

      I set the rod aside and clambered up into the iron forge. The heat was nearly unbearable, but I braced against it, and inched my way deep into the cannel. When I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Jasmine and Ren were behind me, I found them close, their faces masks of discomfort. Ren looked particularly pained, and I wondered if it was because he had an affinity to water, so the heat and fire affected him more.

      Not wasting any time, I kept moving, praying that Dionysus had given me good information. After another few feet, I saw an opening into the surrounding rock—that had to be the entrance to the tunnel. I crawled through the opening, and relief soon surged inside me. It was a tunnel, tall enough that we could stand again. For a few minutes, I’d feared we’d be crawling all the way to the other side.

      “Now what?” Jasmine asked, stepping beside me.

      “We walk straight, until we come to a fork in the passage. Once there, we’re supposed to go right.”

      “I hope Dionysus wasn’t drunk when he gave you these directions.”

      I made of face. “Of course not, Jasmine.”

      Oh, but he was. Disgustingly so. By the time he’d finished giving me instructions, he could barely stand up. Lucian and I had to help him back to his room and he sang some bawdy bar song the entire time.

      Ren jogged with us through the tunnel—time was our enemy. We needed to get there and return in less than six hours. When we reached the fork, we went into the right, noticing the passage got narrower as we advanced. I wasn’t claustrophobic, but my heart still picked up a few beats.

      After another fifteen minutes, I noticed water sloshing under my shoes, and I wondered if we were under the ocean. The thought made my heart race a bit faster.

      Fifty feet into the way and the water rose to our ankles. A while later it was up to our knees.

      “I don’t like this, Mel.” A tremor ran through Jasmine’s voice.

      “We’ll be okay. We got Ren with us. He can make the water go away.” I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Right?”

      His eyes grew wide, and he didn’t look at all confident, but he still nodded. “Right.”

      Finally, the tunnel widened, and as we came out into a cave, the water receded. According to Dionysus, we had to climb some rocks to get to a door. To the right I noticed a steep incline, so I pointed to it.

      “There. We have to climb that.”

      Without hesitation, I started up the slope, thinking it was going to be easy… it wasn’t. There were a lot of loose rocks, and I slipped a few times. Jasmine almost slid all the way back down, but Ren grabbed her arm and hauled her back up. I scrambled the rest of the way, relieved to see a small wooden door in the rock wall.

      When I turned the knob, the door opened easily enough, but we all had to crouch down to go through it. It appeared we were inside a fairly narrow wooden structure. Tilting my head up, I saw there wasn’t a ceiling, just a column of wood that went up one hundred feet. I reached out and touched the sides; they were rough against my fingers.

      “We’re in a tree.”

      “Are you sure?” Ren looked around us.

      Unexpectedly, the surface in front of us moved. A diminutive form emerged from the wood, his skin as rough and dark as the tree bark, and eyes the color of leaves. Tiny branches protruded from his head, almost like a set of deer antlers.

      It was a Dryad.

      He blinked angrily at us. “Who are you, and what do you want?” it demanded, his voice as crackly as dried leaves.

      “I’m Melany, these are Jasmine and Ren. We’re from the academy. We need to get to New Athens and Pecunia.”

      “No.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean, no? We’ve come a long way to get here.”

      “No. Go back. I won’t let you pass. It’s too dangerous.”

      Frustrated, I smacked my hands down on my waist, and froze. Something hard jabbed into my palm, reminding me of what I carried. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small glass vial the party God had given me.

      “This is from Dionysus.” I held it up toward the Dryad.

      Eagerly, he plucked the bottle from my fingers, eyes wide and hungry. “Ah, bless Dionysus. You may pass. But be careful, malevolent forces are at work.” When he stepped to one side, another door was revealed.

      Nodding at his warning, I pushed it open and crawled out of the tree on my hands and knees, coming out into what was once a park. When I stood, I could see, even in the dark, the destruction the earthquake had caused. The grand oak was the only tree left standing whole and untouched. The rest had either been completely pushed out of the ground, roots splayed in every direction or broken in half, branches lying haphazardly all over the place.

      The oak tree in Pan Park was a way to get back to the academy. With all the other portals closed to and from the academy, maybe that was a way our friends could get back. Our friends, who were stuck in Pecunia forty years ago, before this war started.

      Urgency gripped me, I had to get back to Nicole and Cassandra and tell them.
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      Chapter Five

      

      HADES

      

      “Hades…”

      Her seductive voice came to me on a whisper, caressing my ear, and penetrated my alcohol-induced slumber.

      I jerked awake, searching the velvety darkness for Melany. My hand spasmed, and the red wine in the goblet I held, sloshed all over me and the blanket—thoroughly catapulting me out of a restless sleep. Wiping the sticky crimson liquid off my face, I sat up and sighed.

      It was fair to assume this was what I got for drinking myself into a stupor, passing out in Melany’s bed like a wet behind the ears, lovelorn teenager. Alcohol normally didn’t affect me so much, but I’d cracked open Dionysus’ special blend of wine that he’d made hundreds of years ago, and I had stocked in the wine room.

      My pity party seemed like as good an occasion as any, though I certainly couldn’t say that I’d savored the vintage. Frankly, it was embarrassing, and I was glad no one was around to see me at my lowest point. Charon would have never let me live it down. The ancient skeletal butler had a nasty mean streak in him. He also held grudges almost as long as I did. Although, I actually liked it. Gods, I missed that grumpy, old skeleton.

      I still didn’t understand why he wasn’t floating around my halls and doing my bidding. Also, I still hadn’t figured out if I was dead or in a perma-dream. The memory of dying was fresh in my mind, or I guessed, in my case, of disintegrating into dust by my dear brother Zeus’s magic. Sibling rivalry at its best. Therefore, I had to be dead.

      Except, these were not the golden halls and vibrant green gardens of Elysium, where Gods were supposed to go when they died. Thank the Gods for that, I didn’t think I could handle all that warm gold glow and happy colors. Most definitely, I preferred my dark, coolly sensual realm underground, made of fire and stone, and silky darkness.

      I was just missing my Dark Angel, my mistress of darkness. The Queen of my seductive kingdom.

      Melany.

      The very reason I had to get out of here and find her. That was my only purpose right now. My mission. To escape from this dream state and spring into action.

      Once I was on my feet, I stumbled a bit to the adjoining washroom, washing the sticky red wine off my face and hands. There were still traces of her scent in the room, her DNA embedded into the sheets, the pillows, the very air, and it tortured me. Since I was too tempted to pick up one of the bath towels and bury my face in it to inhale every tiny molecule of her smell, I left her bedroom and went out into the main hall.

      My harsh stare fell on the closed metal doors that I hadn’t been able to open before, willing them to creak open and release me from this prison so I could find Melany. Of course, they didn’t budge. Gathering all my strength, I ran at them, throwing my fists against the metal. A satisfying clang echoed throughout the hall, making my ears ring. Stepping back, I noticed a small dent in the door that gave me some hope, and also, it offended me a great deal.

      I was a God. I was the King of the Underworld, and this was all the effect my inhuman strength had? Rearing back, my fists crashed into the iron again, and again, and again, until my arms shook with the exertion.

      Finally, I moved away to observe my handiwork. Never before had I applied so much physical strength to any task, surely, I’d made enough of an impact to tear open the doors and escape. There were several large dents on the surface, and one edge of the iron panel had bowed so deeply that I’d be able to pull it out of the hinge, but it still wasn’t enough to get through them.

      Frustration built inside me, edging into rage, and I wedged my fingers in between the gap and the stone wall, pulling with everything inside me. At first, nothing significant happened, just a lot of creaking and moaning, but then I could feel the give. Grim satisfaction twined with my dark fury, and I tugged even harder, bracing my feet against the slippery marble tile.

      After a few more minutes, my whole body shook with the power I was exerting, but the metal panel finally came off. A gust of air fanned my face as I tossed it to the side and it hit the wall, shattering the stone into pieces that peppered the floor. Soft clouds of dust rose among the wreckage.

      My elation at having torn open my prison quickly faded when I found another iron door—an exact duplicate—behind the one I’d just destroyed.

      An incandescent rage that I hadn’t felt in eons, rushed through me. All of my fire erupted to the surface until my entire body was engulfed in flames, and my eyes burned like coals. I slapped my hands over the door, pushing all of that fury, power, and blaze against the metal, blindly reaching out with the very core of my being. It melted under my palms, lazily dripping onto the marble. Yet, I kept pushing and pushing, until I’d completely emptied myself—my fire, my flames, and every drop of power given in trying to get the hell out of here, wherever here was.

      In trying to get to Melany.

      Drained and exhausted, I sagged and stumbled backward, nearly falling onto my ass to assess what I’d done.

      There was a man-sized hole burned into the door before me, and into another behind it, and then another. I stepped forward and looked into the burned space to see how many doors there actually were, but stopped counting at ten. As a God, defeat was not an emotion that I was overly familiar with, and I didn’t at all care for the way its bitter taste coated my tongue, making my stomach roil every time I swallowed.

      Turning away from the hellacious series of doors, I shuffled down the hall to my library, went inside, and poured myself a tall tumbler of well-aged whiskey. After drinking half of it, I carried the glass out into the hall, and sat down on the floor with my back resting on the stone wall. Inspecting the mess I’d made, a bubble of laughter burst out of me, and I continued to laugh until my sides hurt. Laughing was not a normal reaction for me and my ribcage was unused to it.

      I had a good chuckle here and there, Melany always made me chuckle, but the loud guffaws coming out of my mouth were surprising. Maybe I was finally going mad.

      Madness happened to a lot of Gods. We couldn’t live for eons, see   the things we had seen, do what we had done, and not experience some kind of psychotic break. It happened to Dionysus hundreds of years ago. My brother Zeus and his disciples, Aphrodite and Ares, hadn’t exactly been operating with sound minds either, so I supposed it had to happen to me eventually. My mind had just waited until I was dead before cracking, which was likely a good thing for the rest of humanity.

      The last thing the world needed was the God of Darkness with a screw loose. That would have been very dangerous indeed. Who knew the damage I could have done? That was interesting, actually. I could have done a lot. Damage I knew I could still manage. Even if I was dead.

      Even if I was lovesick, brokenhearted, and half-drunk.

      The rest of the whiskey slithered down my throat in one gulp, before I tossed the glass to the side. It shattered into pieces next to my feet, the shards nicking at my impenetrable skin. I got up, walking over to the far wall where flames from the fire beneath the floor flickered along one side, cascading a warm, yet ominous orange glow over the hall.

      Maybe I needed to go through the flames to escape this hell.

      Crouching, I slid my hands along the gap between the wall and the floor. Like a well-trained pet, the fire immediately responded to me. Curls of red and orange wrapped around my fingers and up my wrist in a serpentine embrace, a fiery python squeezing tightly. Then that tightness turned to discomfort, then an aching throb along my skin, but I didn’t pull away. I yanked the marble upward, the titles coming away with a loud cracking and snapping sound. Ragged shards flew as I tossed the behind, and continued to dig, pulling both wood and stone.

      Piece by piece I tore the ground apart, revealing more of the fire that burned underneath, warming my hall. Eventually, I was standing on top of the core, its black and red coals stretching out along the length of the space. It looked like my entire underground palace sat on top of it.

      It shouldn’t have surprised me, but I guessed I never really thought about how Hades’s Hall came to be. I hadn’t actually made it myself, or at least, I didn’t remember building it. Knowing myself, I’d probably had other creatures carry out the construction per my instructions. Charon even, as he was the ferryman of the River Styx. It was difficult to remember something from thousands and thousands of years ago. Some days, I couldn’t even remember what I had for dinner.

      I dropped to my hands and knees and started to dig into the searing embers, hoping I could burrow my way out of there. The fire had to end at some point. Unless it actually went all the way to the center of the Earth, which I supposed was a possibility.

      My hands blackened from the soot. Ash covered my face, sneaking up my nose. Soon, I was having trouble seeing through the gray dust cloud and black smoke. Yet, I kept going. Nothing was going to stop me from getting out of here and reuniting with Melany. Not even the searing pain that had started along my fingertips as the flames whipped and lashed against my flesh.

      This fire didn’t belong to me. It wasn’t my elemental power, so it didn’t listen when I tried to move it out of my way, and it didn’t refrain from burning me. I had lived thousands of years, and yet, this was still fascinating to me.

      While I continued to dig, flames crawled up my arms and over my shoulders. Pain, immediate and sharp, pierced my being as my skin started to sizzle like bacon in a frying pan. The caustic odor of scorched hair invaded my nostrils. I knew it was my own hair, my own supposedly impenetrable flesh, but it didn’t stop me from digging.

      All I focused on was Melany. My dark Queen. It was her image, captured in my mind, that I concentrated on solely. The cool rivers of her blue hair. The sound of her voice echoed in my ears. Ribbons of her spicy scent filled my nose, just as the feel of her soft skin imprinted on the pads of my fingertips, and palms.

      “I’m coming, my darling,” I whispered, then coughed when the smoke went down my throat, clogging my lungs.

      Five feet deep of ash and coals covered me before I realized that I couldn’t feel my limbs anymore. Neither could I see anything past my nose, so I didn’t know if I was still digging or not. Then it felt like I was floating right out of the hole I’d created. Next thing I sensed, I was laying on the hard tiles of the hall, seemingly out of the way of all the destruction I’d caused.

      Something caressed my face, whispering calmly to me.

      Finally opening my eyes, I saw the shadows enveloping me. My shadows cocooned me in a loving embrace that soothed the pain coursing through my body and mind. I hadn’t consciously called them, but they had come to me on their own, knowing I was too far gone to make a wise decision.

      After a while of the darkness’s cool and calming actions, a ripple trembled in the shadows. Movement stirred nearby, until a shape appeared to loom over me. I couldn’t distinguish any real forms, and I definitely didn’t see a face, so I couldn’t identify who had materialized out of the dusk.

      And yet, I knew his voice.

      “What is wrong with you, Hades? Do you want to die a second time?”
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      CADE

      Lucian marched over to me and took the scroll. Frowning, he read over the names, then read them again, his brow furrowing even deeper. His head shook, as though he could flick away whatever realization had just occurred to him. “No way. I don’t believe it.”

      Out of all the things I’d thought he’d say, that was not one of them. I bounced on my feet, waiting for him to spit it out.

      “Why don’t you believe it?”

      “I know him. Knew him.” He shook his head again, then rubbed his chin. “I didn’t know him by his first name, just as Mr. Dewan, but I met him a few times.” Off my confused look, he gestured impatiently. “Revana and I used to travel in the same social circles. Her family and mine were friendly. We worshipped at the same temple, and went to a few of the same parties when we were younger.”

      “It can’t be a coincidence, Lucian,” Ren countered, thinking out loud. “I mean, it makes sense, doesn’t it? He had to have been devastated when Revana died. And Melany—”

      Eyes blazing, Lucian whirled on him. “Melany, what?”

      Ren’s hands lifted defensively, trying to placate the riled Demigod. “I know it was an accident. We all do. Everyone who was there, anyway. But we don’t know what the academy told her parents. And there were some who still believed that Melany had a hand in it.”

      “That’s bullshit. Melany tried to save Revana.” Lucian’s heated voice would have incinerated a mere mortal.

      Stepping closer, Ren put his hand on his friend’s shoulder, to calm him, but Lucian shrugged him off impatiently. “We know.”

      “I’m with Ren. This can’t be a coincidence.” I gestured to the scroll. “Before the lanterns were shut down and the portals closed, I asked Nicole to do some snooping into who this Mark could be. Nicole wrote on this particular scroll for a reason, and left it for us to find.”

      “I’m still baffled on how she knew about the oak tree,” Lucian added with a sigh.

      “Well, after we figure all this out and get back to the academy, you can ask her. In the meantime, I think we should return to the temple and find the way to the academy that she mentions in the note.”

      “I think if I can find Mark, I could reason with him. He might listen to me about Melany,” Lucian argued.

      “I agree with Cade,” Mia piped in then. “We need to get Rosie to Chiron.” Her steps brought her closer to Lucian and me, speaking lowly and out of Rosie’s ear shot while casting a worried look behind her. “She’s not doing well. I don’t know if there’s some kind of infection in the wounds, but she’s running a fever and her skin is growing gray.”

      “Do we have any herbs for infection?” Concern tainted my words as she shook her head.

      “Not in my medicine bag, but if I could find some Echinacea, I might be able to make a paste. It’s not perfect, but it should help a bit.”

      “Okay, let’s find some if we can, then we head to the temple to find a way home.”

      My attention went to Lucian to find that his expression had hardened. It was obvious he didn’t like my plan, or maybe he didn’t like that I was making the plans. Either way, I didn’t care about pissing off the golden boy of the Demigods. Someone had to take charge right now, and it looked like that person was me.

      Once again, he rubbed his chin, scrubbing his hand furiously over it. “I think I should go and try to find Mark. I could stop all of this with just one conversation.”

      “No. We’re not splitting up again,” I replied firmly, leaving no room for discussion. “Besides, you don’t know for sure that he’ll listen to you, even if you could find him. You risk getting captured again, or worse.”

      He shook his head vehemently. “They aren’t going to kill us. I overheard some of them talking about using us for something.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      “Then even more reason not to split up and find a way back to the academy. We need to get Rosie help, and we need the help of the Gods to end this rebellion, or revenge plot, or whatever it is.”

      Revenge. It had to be that.

      Only vengeance could motivate people to do the unthinkable in the name of some kind of justice.

      For a moment, I thought he was going to argue with me once more, so I steeled myself against his not inconsiderable will. Instead, he just gave me a curt nod and gestured for Mia to go out of the cave with him. “Let’s go find some Echinacea.”

      When they were gone, Ren clapped me on the back reassuringly. “Don’t worry about Lucian. He knows you’re right, even if he won’t admit it. I also think he hates not being in charge.” A little snort escaped him, before he went to check on Rosie.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      I’d been around Lucian enough times to know that was true. He was a natural leader, always assuming the role effortlessly. Yet, sometimes someone else had a better plan, and today that someone was me. I hoped that Lucian had been around me enough times to know that I also knew what I was doing. That I was capable of stepping up and taking charge.

      

      After Lucian and Mia returned with some Echinacea, Mia ground it with some oil and made a paste, setting it onto Rosie’s fractured wing bones and cartilage. I tried not to look but couldn’t help catching a glimpse of the raw flesh and splintered bone. It was a mess physically, so having gone through such a brutal amputation and dealing with the knowledge of no longer having her wings had to be a heavy weight on Rosie—sapping away energy that she didn’t have to spare right now.

      We didn’t know how long it would take to work, but after about twenty minutes, her fever did seem to break, thankfully.

      Now we needed to figure out how to sneak back into town and into the temple. We decided the best course of action was to wait until the blueberry darkness of nightfall, then we could fly in under the cover of darkness. That would be the easy part. Getting into the temple with mortal guards set up around the perimeter, and possibly inside, was going to be the difficult, if not impossible part.

      “We need a way to disguise ourselves,” I concluded, thinking of our options.

      “I don’t think different clothes and hair styles are going to cut it.” Ren snorted, shaking his head.

      Unfortunately, I knew he was right. Even if we all changed into robes, we were too… different. Too tall, too physically strong, too confident, too full of the magnetism of our Godly heritage.

      “Different forms would, though.”

      We all turned toward Lucian and I cocked my head, considering it, since I knew where he was heading with this.

      His eyebrows lifted. “Didn’t we all learn how to change our form in first year?”

      “Transformation.” I nodded, realization sinking. “Right.”

      Ren made a face, wrinkling his nose comically. “I don’t know about you, but I didn’t do very well in that class. I mean, I passed the trial, but I don’t think I was a very good goat.”

      “Neither did I,” Mia added, tapping her fingers on her chin.

      My eyebrow arched at Lucian challengingly. “I passed that trial.”

      “Yup, so did I.” A grim smile encumbered his expression.

      “I don’t know guys,” Ren interjected, “I don’t think turning into a sheep or a dog is going to help us get into the temple right now.”

      A burdened sigh left Lucian, and he rubbed his face as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders, which I supposed it was. “No, but Aphrodite taught us to do more than that. Despite being the biggest bitch on the planet, she had powerful magic.”

      I sighed too, knowing he was right. We were going to have to attempt to shapeshift into other people, but we’d need something to model our shapes after. That meant sneaking up on two of the guards and snatching them without alerting the others of our presence. Like I’d said, it was going to be impossible but we had to try. It was our only chance.

      Once it was dark, we flew into town, high enough that we wouldn’t be spotted. Ren carried Rosie, and then he stayed with her and Mia just on the edge of the city square, on top of a nearby building so they could see everything that was going on at the temple. Lucian and I got a bit closer, while still staying in the natural shadows surrounding the white stone and marble building. We made sure to come prepared with rope, and a sleeping potion that Mia had in her healing bag.

      After observing for an hour, we ascertained that the guards rotated in and out of the building every forty-five minutes. It was a very small window for what we had to do—which was take out two of the guards, drag them into a secluded, secure spot, then use them as a base model to transform ourselves into them. Well, I figured we just had to transform the face, since there would be no point in changing our bodies when they were wearing black fatigues.

      We’d just have to switch clothes with them and run back to our positions before anyone noticed. After that, once we were inside the temple, we needed to look for all possible doors or secret passages that lead out of there and possibly to the academy.

      No small feat.

      Easy peasy. Yeah, right!

      Between the two of us, we determined who was going to take out whom, yet I didn’t let the fact that Lucian suggested I deal with the smaller man insult me. I wasn’t about to get into a pissing match with him. Honestly, I’d thought we were over this competition between us, but obviously, Lucian still possessed some pettiness. Or I could have taken it the wrong way. It was possible. Everything just felt so heightened right now and we were both on edge. Both worried about rescuing our friends, stopping this insurrection, and getting back to the women we loved.

      Assuming our positions on either side of the stairs, we crouched in the darkness, waiting for our marks. The plan was to take them as soon as they came out of the temple, to maximize our time.

      As I waited, I concentrated on controlling my breathing. I needed to be lightning fast. Being a Demigod gave me enhanced reflexes and strength, but it had been a while since I had to utilize either. My hands flexed, stretching out my fingers, and I rolled my shoulders, my gaze focused on the exit where the guards would emerge. I couldn’t let any doubt or hesitation stop me from executing the mission. None of us had talked about a time constraint on what we needed to do, but I knew it was there, looming over us.

      A battle was coming. There was no denying it.

      The energy of it sizzled in the air. Especially here, around the temple. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck had stirred the moment we landed on the roof a block away.

      Preparing for the guard to walk out any moment, I rose onto my toes and leaned forward, as if I was a runner in the 100-meter dash, waiting for the starter gun to fire. A flicker of movement in the shadow at the entrance of the temple had me moving. I ran up the three stone steps, grabbed the guy from behind—securing my arm around his neck to cut off his air supply—and dragged him backward into the darkness nearby.

      He struggled against my hold, trying to reach for the gun holstered under his arm but I put more pressure around his neck to stop him. Without hesitation, I grabbed his gun and withdrew it, tossing it onto the ground next to me so it was out of his reach. The last thing I needed was to get shot again. Plus, the noise would alert one of the other guards.

      After a few more seconds, his body went slack, and I slowly lowered him to the floor. He was out cold. For a moment, I thought about killing him, so he’d never get the chance to blow my cover, but I couldn’t. He wasn’t a direct threat to me, so in my opinion, it would be murder and not self-defense. And I was not a murderer.

      Instead, I poured  a few drops of the sleeping potion into his open mouth. Since he was unconscious, he didn’t swallow, but I assured myself it would be enough for it to be in his mouth, seeping into his system gradually. It would have to be enough; there was no time to do anything else. Then I stripped his clothes off, put them on, then tied his hands behind his back and tied his feet together.

      Once he was secure, I crouched next to him and studied his face. It had been over four years since I had to do any transformation. Although I’d learned it fairly quickly, I hated the feeling of it, and I’d never used it outside of that class. It didn’t feel right wearing someone else’s skin. It was a form of deception I could never accept into my life. Still, I had to get over that feeling now; I couldn’t let my sense of unease stop what needed to happen.

      I ran my fingers over the man’s broad forehead, bulbous nose, and full mouth. It looked like he’d had his face punched in a few times over the years. His nose had definitely been broken a time or two. After I memorized the planes and dents of his face, I settled my fingers onto my own and started to trace them along my cheeks and chin. The picture of the man’s features formed in my mind and I forced that image onto my flesh.

      Although I knew only about five minutes had passed, it felt like an eternity. Yet, after going over my face twice with my hands, I was certain I had made the transformation. The very European nose that I’d felt self-conscious about in grade school had receded into my flesh and grown into an almost round “clown nose” at the end. My brow extended, and my cheeks filled. I didn’t have a mirror but I had to trust that I’d done what I’d set out to do.  Now I had to work on shifting my body to match his. Just changing my face wouldn’t be enough for this charade.

      Satisfied, I tucked the unconscious guard into a clump of bushes nearby, certain he wouldn’t be seen by anyone passing by, grabbed the gun from the ground, holstered it, and stepped out into a swath of light cast by an overhead street lamp. Taking in a deep breath while praying this was going to work, I walked up the steps and up onto the landing before the temple entrance. In my peripheral, I spotted the other guard.

      He turned to look at me so I lifted my hand and waved, hoping like hell that it was Lucian I was signaling at and not the real man. When he raised his hand and returned the wave, I blew out of breath of relief. With a nod to the entrance, we both walked toward it, to wait until our forty-five minute shift was over and we could enter the temple.

      Once we were inside, I immediately marched over to the stone statue of Zeus erected on top of the large marble altar. My first thought was that there had to be some kind of secret passageway nearby. The day’s offerings were piled up on top of each other, worshippers eager for the most powerful God of all to listen to their prayers. I guessed it didn’t matter to them that Zeus was long gone. Or maybe they didn’t know.

      The amount of offerings was surprising, especially considering the guards around the temple were part of the insurrectionists. Maybe their anti-God rhetoric wasn’t as powerful as we feared.

      Just as I was running my hands along one side of the altar, feeling for any give in the stone, another guard approached me. It took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t Lucian’s guard clone, but one of the other men.

      “Hey, Jerry. What are you doing?”

      I froze in spot. What the hell did I do now?
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      NICOLE

      “We shouldn’t have let her go,” I said again while I watched Cassandra as she finished making the two of us some sandwiches, manically slapping together layers as though her life depended on it.

      “Not like we could’ve stopped her. It was best to let her go blow off some steam. Better out there than in here, is the way I look at it.”

      “You’re right. I’m tired of her trying to barbeque me anyway.”

      When she slid one of the plates to me, I inspected the sandwich. I liked my food, all of us Demigods did, because we had to eat a ton to keep up with our freakishly fast metabolisms. Still, neither of us was quite sure what we were actually eating, and that gave us pause. Cassandra had mentioned something about being hungry, then she opened the refrigerator in Iris’s kitchen and started to rummage around in it.

      She found some bread, cheese, and some kind of cold cut, maybe a slice of ham, but after looking at it for a minute and poking it, I was sure it wasn’t actually meat but maybe some kind of soy version. I wondered if in this future we had finally put an end to the meat industry, which was probably a good thing for the planet, even if incredibly unappetizing.

      Regardless, I was hungry enough not to really care what was in it. Picking it up, I took a bite and basically devoured the rest—not really tasting it. It was substance, and that was all that really mattered right now. Being a Demigod meant having a fast metabolism that needed constant feeding. Our powers could wane if we weren’t properly nourished, and I had to be in tip top shape if I was going to get us back to the past. So, questionable lunch meat or not, I was going to need at least one sandwich to fuel me.

      “I didn’t like how Iris was behaving,” Cassandra admitted once she finished her meal and pushed her plate away slowly, her expression thoughtful.

      “Me neither. She’s obviously been through something, and not just what happened between us. Also, I didn’t feel any real power radiating off her.” I did get a whiff of something that I didn’t entirely trust, but since I was still pondering that, I didn’t voice my concern.

      “You’re right. I didn’t feel any power either.”

      “That’s because they took it from me.” The unexpected voice startled us.

      Cassandra and I both turned to find Iris standing in the kitchen doorway, looking so old and withered, far older than her actual chronological years. A pang of sympathy and regret squeezed my heart. At one time, she had been quite formidable. A warrior. In fact, she’d given me all kinds of hell.

      Now, she seemed absolutely defeated.

      “Who are they?” I asked. It would be so helpful to know who we were up against, and maybe when we got back, somehow, we’d know what to do with that information. I wasn’t prepared for the sad shake of the head that Iris gave me.

      “The mortals.” Her voice was both sad and scared. It surprised me.

      It was hard to believe her, even as she dropped her gaze, glancing nervously at the floor. My mind struggled to keep up with the unexpected news. “How could the mortals take your power?”

      “They had help, didn’t they?” Cassandra asked, obviously seeing Iris’s deflection as I had. “A God or Demigod helped them.”

      The thought that the mortals had divine aid had crossed my mind as well, though I hadn’t wanted to entertain the notion. Even with mortal weapons, like guns, it still wouldn’t be enough to come up against a legion of beings with actual superpowers.

      For a long moment, Iris didn’t say anything, she just shuffled into the living room and sat onto the sofa, setting her hands primly on her lap. Exchanging a glance, Cassandra and I followed her, we weren’t going to give up pushing and prodding. We needed answers if we had any chance of stopping our friends, the people we loved, from being killed at war.

      “Yes, they had help,” she finally answered, her voice small and quiet.

      If I’d thought she appeared broken before, I hadn’t been prepared for the way she looked now.

      Silently, I sat down beside her. I knew we’d never completely mended our issues with each other, but I figured she had forty years to mellow out, plus she’d thought I’d died. Still, the hand I reached out to place on her arm never landed. She’d had forty years to heal, but I had not, and I was still wary. “Who’s helping them?”

      Tears instantly fell from her eyes. “I never found out their true identity.” She absent-mindedly wiped at the tears rolling down her cheeks. “I never meant to give them any information. I was just so alone, and they were interested in what I had to say.”

      Well, hell.

      Sighing, I slumped back against the sofa cushions. I’d seen it, hadn’t I? The conversations Iris exchanged with the enemy. An invisible enemy. I’d thought she was losing her grip on reality, but she was actually talking with someone unseen. Unseen, but very real.

      “I remember seeing you muttering to yourself in the infirmary.” I nodded. “I thought you were going mad. Well, madder than normal.”

      She turned her head to look at me, and I thought that maybe I’d gone too far, accidentally insulting her, but despair shone in her watery eyes. “I thought so too. It was just a voice in my head at first. Comforting me. Telling me things I wanted to hear, what I desperately needed to hear. I was going through such a hard time, you know. And they were sympathetic, kind.”

      I winced. Yeah, I knew. I’d been the cause of part of it. I wanted to reach across the sofa and grasp her hand, to comfort her as the anguish in her voice became difficult to hear, but I refrained. I wasn’t so sure she’d appreciate it, even after all these years.

      “Then I realized it wasn’t in my head, that there was an entity talking to me. They never fully revealed themselves, though. They always kind of stayed hidden in a blurry fog. Not a shadow exactly, as it wasn’t dark, but it felt like seeing someone behind a curtain of water. They seemed to alter shape, sometimes a human, sometimes something else.”

      Her hand waved in front of her face, as if she was still back in the infirmary of the academy, talking to that being. Maybe, in some ways, her mind remained in that place. She certainly didn’t seem entirely here, entirely locked in this reality, as though she was still part of the past with us but loosely tethered here, in her aging body.

      “But by that time, I’d grown to like their company, so I never did or said anything about it. I never told anyone. It was my secret and I’d been desperate for a friend… They offered that to me.”

      “When did they start asking you for information?” Cassandra asked, perched on the edge of the easy chair across from us.

      “It was never a deliberate demand for anything, to be honest. Just curious questions about the academy, the Gods who worked there, and the Demigods who’d trained there.” She shook her head. “No question ever seemed invasive. It didn’t cross my mind that this being was collecting intel on our school.”

      A burdened sigh left her lips, and she paused for a moment.

      “Honestly, even if it had seemed that way, I probably would’ve given them the information. At that time, my feelings for the academy and the people in it…” Her look toward me was loaded with past anger and guilt, “were not positive. Although the problems between us, Nicole, were being fixed, and I knew how much you were trying to heal us, I still hated you.”

      “I know.”

      Her hate had always been present when I was near. She wasn’t exactly shy about expressing it either. However, I didn’t feel that hate any longer seething off of her. Forty years of time had softened her a bit. Still, what came off her in my direction wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, and even though I felt pity for her now, it made me bristle a bit.

      “What kind of information did you divulge?” Cassandra asked.

      “Who we all were. The names and the powers we all had. The halls we each belonged to…” Her gaze dropped to her hands, which fidgeted in her lap. “And everything I knew about you and Melany.”

      “What about me?”

      The sound of Melany’s voice made me jump. She stood there, in the doorway of the living room, frowning. I hadn’t even heard her come back into the house. Who knew she could be so quiet and stealthy? Her presence alone was loud. So much power radiated from her that you could just feel it in the air, and even hear it like an electrical hum.

      When Melany came into the living room to sit down Cassandra got to her feet. “Where’ve you been?”

      “I needed to clear my head.” She plopped down in the chair that Cassandra had vacated. “And I figured out how the others can get back to the academy without going through any of the regular portals that closed.”

      I leaned forward. “How?”

      “During my first year, Jasmine, Ren, and I snuck out of the academy through an underground system, coming up through an oak tree in a park in New Athens, which is like ten minutes of wing flapping from Pecunia.”

      Cassandra and I glanced at each other. We should’ve realized there were a lot of different tunnel systems in and out of the school. We’d used one to cart Melany from the garden into the forge. Cade and the others had used another to get from the academy to where Cassandra and I were kept prisoner by The Corpse King—in another country. Not to mention that I’d heard through rumor and what not, that when Melany went missing, Lucian, Jasmine, and Georgina traveled through a system of tunnels underneath the woods. It took them to the Underworld, and to Hades’s Hall.

      So, this actually shouldn’t surprise me.

      “This is great news!” I jumped to my feet.

      “How are we going to tell them, though?” Cassandra asked.

      Melany piped up. “Lucian will know to go there. If all the usual portals are closed, he’ll think to try the tree. I have no doubt.”

      “The tree won’t work,” Iris murmured.

      We all looked at her at the same time. “What? Why?” I asked.

      “Because every way going directly to the academy was closed right before the war.”

      “Maybe they don’t know about—”

      “Every way,” she cut of my argument. “I know for a fact that every portal, all the tunnels, the oak tree in the park was closed.”

      “Who could possibly have that kind of power to close all portals? And to know about every single tunnel? Not just any God can do it.” I paced across the living room. “This can’t be it. We have to be able to stop this. We have to be able to help them get back to the academy. I refuse to give up and let them die.”

      “Can we go back in time to right before the portals get closed?” Melany asked.

      “It doesn’t work like that. I haven’t gotten it down to an exact science. And whoever is messing around with this, could be messing around with time too. Which is why we might have ended up here instead of when I wanted us to go.”

      That and Melany’s messy shadow power, so I was hoping she’d been able to get a better control on it since.

      She must’ve sensed what I was thinking because she gave me an intense knowing look. “I’ve gotten my shit together.”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “Okay. Good. I wasn’t saying anything.”

      “No, but you were thinking it.”

      “How do you know what I was thinking?”

      Cassandra shook her head at us. “Stop bickering. It’s stupid.”

      “There might be another way,” Iris whispered.

      “What way?” I asked.

      “It’s not a direct path to the academy, but it is a way out of Pecunia that could be used to get there.”

      My curiosity was piqued. “Like a back door?”

      The light of possibility captured her features. “When the temples were first built, the Gods put in a secret passageway to get to them. Sometimes they liked surprising their worshipers. It was an ego thing.”

      “A passageway from where?” I asked.

      “Olympus.”

      For the first time in days, my heart beat a bit faster at the possibility of seeing Cade again. Maybe we could actually save everyone.

      Glancing at Iris, I reached over and grabbed her hand, squeezing it. The surprise was instant on her face, but then there was a decade’s long sense of relief.
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      I had to tamp down the urge to look behind me to see if there was someone else that the guard was addressing. Obviously, I wasn’t Jerry, but this guy didn’t know that, so I had to act the part if I didn’t want to blow my and Lucian’s cover.

      There was a sinking feeling in my gut as I realized I hadn’t had a chance to hear Jerry speak before incapacitating him and tying him. Also, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that transformation included voices. Thinking back to the class, I guessed it did.

      I mean, when Aphrodite had us all turn ourselves into goats, I remembered everyone happily bleating to fool the others during one of the trials. It would’ve been a dead giveaway if I’d spoken English when my classmate Jacob kicked me in the side, trying to see if I was an animal or not. Instead, I bleated loudly and tried to bite his pant leg. I was so convincing that he thought I was definitely a goat, and failed the trial.

      Hopefully, my skills here would prove as efficient. Still… I might have done well in the class, but clearly, I still could have paid more attention. It would have been really helpful right about now.

      The guy who had called me Jerry was still staring at me expectantly, so I had to say something and risk getting caught.

      Clearing my throat, I opened my mouth and paused. My instinct was to lower my voice, but thankfully, I also realized that was going to make me sound like an idiot. “I, ah, was just checking for... incendiary devices.”

      “What?” His frown became deep, creasing an already lined, broad forehead—his skin seemed red from being out in the sun during the day. He did not have the skin type to do that without some serious sunscreen. “Who told you to do that?”

      At the edge of my vision, I noticed Lucian hovering nearby for direction, but I tried not to look at him because that would be a sure giveaway that we were up to something.

      “Mr. Dewan.” I finally answered, purposely using Mark’s last name to make sure we were on the right track with identifying him as the leader of the rebellion.

      “Mark told you to look for bombs in the temple?”

      The infliction in the man’s voice told me he didn’t believe me at all. At least I confirmed we were definitely dealing with Mark Dewan, a vengeful parent.

      “How could you have talked to him, when he’s been on radio silence for the past ten hours.”

      Whoops. I supposed it was inevitable to mess up at some point. This plan had been a long shot from the start.

      “That’s a good question.” I shrugged, my mind frantically whirling for an answer.

      Before I could do or say anything else, however, Lucian punched the guy in the chin so hard that he knocked him out. The guard’s body dropped to the floor where he’d been glowering at me.

      I blinked at Lucian. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because a few more minutes and he would’ve called out to his buddy outside. We’d be done for.”

      “You don’t know that for sure. I might’ve been able to convince him…”

      “Cade, he knew you were lying the second you spoke.” Lucian shook his head, then picked up the man’s arms and started to drag him across the floor and toward a shadowy spot near some potted plants.

      Frowning, I rubbed my throat. “Didn’t my voice change? I didn’t think I sounded like myself.” Apparently I hadn’t been nearly as convincing as I’d thought.

      When he returned from stashing the guard, he shook his head. “You said incendiary devices and called Mark, Mr. Dewan.”

      “I was confirming the intel Nicole provided for us. And now we know Mark is on radio silence for some reason.”

      Lucian rolled his eyes. “Let’s just keep looking for the way out of here before more guards come inside and realize we aren’t who we look like.”

      “How long do these transformations last? I don’t remember Aphrodite ever mentioning that during class.” My hands continued to run along the stone’s edge of the left side of the altar. Besides, any memories I had of my goat-ish experience were hazy at best.

      “I don’t know. Probably not as long as we need them to.”

      As quickly and silently as we could, Lucian and I went over every inch of the temple, moving through it with expert actions. We checked all the planters, looking for latches for secret doors. Our fingers ran along the smooth stone walls, searching for places that gave way. I even shuffled across every inch of tile, wondering if there was one that seemed a bit loose and I could lift to reveal a trap door to the tunnels.

      Unfortunately, we didn’t find anything. It was possible that we’d missed something because of the time constraint we were on, but I wasn’t too confident that was the case.

      “It’s obvious we’re missing something from the note,” Lucian concluded, holding out his hand, and I gave him the scroll. He unrolled it and read the message over again. “She was interrupted before finishing it. It could be temple roof or temple gift store for all we know. Maybe there’s a hidden door behind the rack of postcards.”

      It was true, we didn’t know for sure we were in the right spot, but I believed Nicole had done what she could to get us this information, and I wasn’t going to give up so easily. I couldn’t. If it was the roof, then I’d go up there myself if I had to and search it, and if I had to push aside a few shelves of stuffed Chiron’s and Medusa’s figures I’d do that too. It was important, I could feel it in my bones.

      At that moment, something in my peripheral vision caught my attention.

      I took a few steps toward the Zeus altar and stared at the statue. My gaze swept it over from the top of his head down to his bare feet. The intricate carving had a long, sweeping flow of hair and an elegant beard, wore ornate robes, and held a giant, jagged bolt of lightning in one massive, tense fist. At first glance, it appeared that this statue was carved from one solid, piece of pale marble, a sweeping, glorious art piece that flowed seamlessly. Except… except that it didn’t.

      Something niggled at my brain and triggered me into motion. I climbed up on top of the altar.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ignoring his question, because it was pretty obvious what I was doing, I approached the large figure and stood at the base, glancing up at the imposing sculpture of Zeus. I’d watched Hephaistos carve statues out of various types of stone slabs—he’d chisel away, muttering angrily under his breath.

      Once, I even offered to help him, but he shooed me away with an exasperated grunt that clearly told me I was interrupting the artiste at work. He told me that all great statues had one creator and were shaped out of the stone by smart hands. It was always one solid piece that had no separate parts. Separate parts ruined the aesthetic and the power of the sculpture.

      “No carver worth a damn would ever piece together a work of art,” he’d assured.

      Except, this particular idol was in pieces.

      A slight separation could be seen between Zeus’s giant stone hand and the thunderbolt he held. Of course, it was possible that this was a statue carved by a lesser artist, but given that it was of Zeus, in a temple, I was betting that wasn’t the case.

      Taking a step backward, I straightened my back to unfurl my wings but realized a second later that in this stupid guard body I didn’t have any wings. Not only that, but I couldn’t access my normal strength and speed. In fact, just moving around was strange, as I was unaccustomed to this frame.

      I gestured for Lucian. “Get up here.”

      For a second, I thought he was going to ignore me, but he scrambled up onto the altar to stand beside me.

      “What do you see?”

      “I’m thinking that is a latch that’s going to open a door.” I pointed to the gap in the stone. “I was going to fly up there but I don’t have wings in this body. So I need a hand up.”

      Lucian cupped his hands together for me to step on them, and he lifted me so I could grab onto the lightning bolt, which was thankfully solid. Once I was up, I ran my hands along the line of the bolt, getting a firm grip and pulled.

      At first, nothing happened, so I pulled harder, cursing the lack of my Demigod strength. Suddenly, a loud click echoed, and the lightning bolt tilted toward the floor. I’d been right. It was definitely a lever.

      But where was the door?

      “Look for an opening,” I called to Lucian.

      The moment the last word was out of my mouth, I felt something move beneath me. Thankfully, I was able to access my lightning fast reflexes, and grabbed onto Zeus’s stone hand not to fall.  Lucian, however, dropped through a hole in the altar.

      I guessed we’d found the door; it had been right under Lucian’s feet.

      It was a bit comical, like a cartoon. I would’ve laughed if the possibility of Lucian lying at the bottom of a long drop, fatally injured didn’t cross my mind. The truth was that if I couldn’t access my strength and speed in a guard body, that meant that neither could he to save himself from the drop.

      My urgent gaze dropped to the dark hole, but in seconds, Lucian burst out back to his normal form, his glorious white wings spread out as he took into the air to soar over me. I guessed the fun and games were over. Dropping from the statue, I let Jerry’s façade fall away, and immediately, my wings sprung from my back. I swooped up before I could crash land onto the stone altar, feeling my bones and flesh sort themselves back into familiar patterns.

      “Let’s alert the others to get down here while we still can.” Lucian landed near the exit.

      When I joined him, we stepped out of the temple so we could signal Ren to bring Rosie and Mia down from atop the apartment building across the square. I kept an eye out on the street around us, on the lookout for the fourth temple guard as Lucian lit up his hands and formed a ball of green light. He sent it up into the air, where it hovered for a few seconds then shrunk into itself and vanished.

      A few minutes later, the sound of wings flapping in the air echoed. Ren descended with Rosie cradled in his arms, and Mia right beside him. They landed next to us.

      “You found it?” Ren asked.

      “Yeah, big brain here figured it out.” Lucian clapped me on the shoulder.

      “Where are the guards?”

      I gestured to the bushes where I’d tied up Jerry. “One’s over there.”

      “I tied up the other over there.” Lucian pointed to an alleyway nearby. “The other one is in the temple.”

      “Lucian knocked him out into another world, I think,” I said with a small chuckle.

      “Where’s the fourth guy?”

      Before any of us could react, I heard the click of a bullet being slid into a chamber.

      “Right here, asshole.” The fourth guard sneered, gun raised and pointed right at my chest.

      And there were five other armed men behind him.
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      MELANY

      I didn’t know Iris. Like, at all. I’d only just met her after being pulled out of my eternal bliss, so I didn’t have any frame of reference to know how trustworthy she was. From her past behavior, and even her current behavior, I didn’t have that much faith in her. It was true that I wasn’t exactly the trusting type, but still, she wasn’t exactly trustworthy.

      “How do you know about the secret passageway to Olympus?” I asked, since no one else seemed to be curious. Or they were, but were just too concerned about the old woman’s fragile state to do the tough thing. Oh, well. Politeness had never really been my thing.

      She raised her head to look at me. Now, I could see the fierce Demigod she used to be. Her unusual eyes sparked with a hint of challenge. “Because I lived in Olympus for years while I healed from… my accident. And the one thing Olympians loved to do was gossip. So, I found out a lot of things about a lot of people.”

      “Oh, like what?” Nicole leaned forward, her eyes wide and eager. “I love a good chinwag.”

      “Over the years, Aphrodite used to pay mortals to go to her temple and lay down offerings, so that it looked like she had more worshippers than she did.”

      Nicole barked out a laugh, clearly thrilled at the unexpected tidbit. Couldn’t blame her. Aphrodite sucked. “Oh, that’s brilliant.”

      Her obvious glee spurned Iris on, a little smile even taking over her twisted face. Clearly, the woman enjoyed being the center of attention, at least for the moment. “She and Hera had a private wager on who could get the most offerings.”

      “Of course Aphrodite would cheat,” I blurted. My hate for her swelled into my chest again. I almost wished I could go back in time and kill her all over again. Goddess of Love, my ass. She was a terrible being.

      “What else?” Nicole asked.

      “There was a rumor that Prometheus’s wife started some kind of cult after he was imprisoned.”

      “Really?” Nicole frowned. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “It was called the Sanctuary of Rhamnus, or something like that.”

      “Huh.” Nicole almost looked disturbed by what Iris had revealed.

      “Tell us something else,” Cassandra urged.

      “Dionysus fathered over one hundred children.” The smile on Iris’s lips grew into a smirk.

      Both Cassandra and Nicole laughed. “Only thing that’s surprising there is that it was only a hundred,” Nicole snickered. “In fact, I’d bet it’s only a hundred that they know of. Probably way more. He was raised by a tribe of nymphs. I would know, I’m the one who found him abandoned in the woods and took him to the tribe.”

      Genuine shock rushed through me with the news, and I gaped at her. Even knowing about her ability to time travel didn’t make that seem even remotely possible. “You did?”

      “Yeah, it’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about my travels with Cade one day, when we have lots of time to chat.”

      “You’ll also have to tell her about the Corpse King,” Cassandra added. “And how time itself was almost obliterated.”

      “Right. That’s a tale and a half.” Shaking her head, Nicole rolled her eyes.

      However much I wanted to sit here with these women, talk and laugh, and have sort of normalcy, we didn’t have time for it. We also weren’t the type of people who had normal lives. Corpse kings? Baby Gods, and nymphs? Time travel? Yeah. We weren’t normal.

      “What about the Olympus passageway?” I insisted. I really wanted to know about that. It was important.

      “Right. Well, Zeus loved to be loved, as we well know, and over the years he used to appear suddenly at his temples while worshippers were making offerings. Kind of like a big rock star makes an unscheduled appearance at a venue, where they could reap the extra excitement their unexpected appearance caused. Zeus used to love to soak up their adoration in person. I overheard him once talking to Hera about how much sweeter the offerings were in person. It gave him more power.”

      For humans, money was the greatest of all Gods, but for the Gods themselves? Power, as we Demigods all painfully knew, was what it was all about.

      Cassandra nodded. “I’ve heard about his magical appearances in the past. My cousin told me he saw Zeus at the temple he went to once, and that Zeus even talked to him.” She shook her head. “I didn’t believe him at the time because he was a real jerk, but maybe he was telling the truth.”

      “Makes sense. And he would have needed a means of travel from Olympus or the academy to the temple. We all know that despite what the mortals think, Gods can’t just appear out of thin air. They come from somewhere, and we learned in the academy the different ways. They have substance. They can’t just become nothing.”

      My mind immediately went to Hades and how he’d just suddenly appear in front of me. I now knew that he’d traveled through the shadows and had a secret portal in the maze to the Underworld. Thinking about him made my belly clench and my heart pang, but dwelling on that heartache wasn’t going to help us save Lucian, Jasmine, Georgina, and the others. So, I pushed it aside to concentrate on what was important right now.

      “Do you know where the door in the temple is exactly?” Nicole asked Iris. “It’s a fairly large building.”

      Iris shook her head, her expression rueful. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      “That’s okay. It’s enough to give our friends a chance to get home.”

      “Maybe we should look for the door ourselves,” I suggested, eager to put a plan into motion. I hated sitting around when I could all but hear a clock ticking in my head.

      “You’d never get into the temple now,” Iris informed. “It’s packed for the Day of Contemplation.”

      “I’m confused on the tone of the day,” Nicole admitted, frowning. “Is it a remembrance or a celebration?”

      “A bit of both, to be honest. It is a day of mourning everyone who was killed in the battle, but also a celebration of the academy’s liberation.”

      “You mean, saving it from the mortal army?” Although, the pain in the pit of my stomach told me it wasn’t as simple as that. Everything I’d seen so far in this future told me that the world had moved on from the Gods and from us. I had a hard time wrapping my head around that.

      Iris’s head shake was slow and sad. “No. A celebration of its demise and freeing everyone from the Gods’ influence.”

      “But the temple still stands?”

      “As a memorial and nothing else. The reminder of a dark time in our history.”

      There was a collective moment of shock in the room between me, Cassandra, and Nicole. Even suspecting that the world had moved on, this seemed impossible. A full rejection of who we, the Demigods, and those we had come from were.

      “What happened to those who weren’t killed in the war? What exactly happened to you?” Nicole asked, with a hand on Iris’s arm. I noticed that she hesitated before touching her. “Did others survive, like you did?”

      The woman closed her eyes for a moment, physically deflating and sagging even further into the sofa, like she wanted to disappear inside it. Her skin suddenly looked delicate, pale and as thin as tissue paper.

      “Yes, there were others. Those who didn’t fight in the war, those who surrendered. We were taken to a facility. It was pretty much a prison, but we were well fed and taken care of. The facility was fortified against all our powers, so even though some tried to escape, no one got out.”

      “How did they take your powers?” I asked, horrified. Her story was terrible.

      Iris winced as she started to speak. “They enslaved Pythia with the golden rope of Aphrodite, to siphon all memories of power from our minds.”

      Nicole’s expression turned sour, a kneejerk reaction, and she sagged into the sofa next to Iris. “Just like Apollo did with my memories.”

      Dejected, Iris nodded. “Yes, I was told it was very similar. And just as painful.”

      “Apollo tortured Lucian like that when Zeus was trying to find me,” I added.

      Lucian tried to describe to me the pain that he’d felt while Apollo rooted around in his mind, in his memories and thoughts for my whereabouts. The agony of having something that didn’t belong inside of his mind. It had infuriated me that he’d suffered because of me. I wouldn’t allow him or my friends to suffer again when I could do something about it.

      Cassandra rubbed at her forehead with a wince. I knew that she suffered through a lot of pain when she experienced visions, maybe that was what she was considering. “Maybe our powers are more trouble than they’re worth.”

      Iris shot forward on the sofa and pointed a long, bony finger at her. “No! Never think that. That is what the mortals want you to believe. That is what the Gods, unfortunately, proved time and time again. But we can do good with them. It’s not the powers that are good or bad, it’s whoever possesses them.” Her gaze bounced from Cassandra to Nicole, then to me. “You are proof of that. Collectively, you have saved so many lives. You are and always were the best of us. Do not let anyone convince you otherwise, not even yourselves.” She clutched Nicole’s hand tightly. “You need to save the others. You need to stop this war by whatever means possible.”

      Nicole nodded. “We’re going to try.”

      “Trying’s not good enough,” I argued. “We need to succeed.”

      Nicole made a face at me. “Obviously, mate. Jeez.”

      “Then, let’s stop wasting time, and get out of here.”

      “Melany’s right. You should go. It’s not safe here for you.” Getting up from the sofa, the woman hurried back into the kitchen. She went to the window and looked out at the street in front of the townhouse.

      Curious, we all joined her at the window. “Is someone coming?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Possibly. If someone noticed you in the streets. Periodically, the authorities do a wellness check on me.” She sniffed. “Wellness check. Ha! They’re checking to make sure the memories of my powers haven’t returned.”

      “Have they?” Nicole asked, hopeful, but Iris shook her head.

      “No.”

      “What would they do to you if you remembered?”

      “Kill me, I have no doubt.” When she turned to look at us, there were tears in her eyes. “Sometimes, I wish they would. My life here, now, is pointless. I have no family. No friends. No purpose.”

      My heart broke for her. I couldn’t imagine living a life like that.

      “Come with us.” Nicole took her hand.

      Cassandra made a face. “Would that even be possible? Taking someone from a future that could be changed to a past that has already happened.”

      “I don’t know. It would be worth a try though, wouldn’t it?” She squeezed Iris’s hand with determination. “You say your life is pointless, do you want to give it meaning again?”

      Before she could answer, I caught movement in the corner of my eye. I turned toward the window just as several figures in black converged on the front stoop. One of the men had a canister in his hand and he lifted it toward the window. It crashed through the glass, landing on the floor in the kitchen. Thick cloying smoke instant erupted from it.

      “It’s tear gas!” I shouted, as I reached down to grab it.

      My eyes burned, smoke starting to clog my airways, but I held onto the canister and then tossed it back through the window at the men ready to charge inside. Whirling my hand around the room, I created a tornado of shadows to protect us inside its vortex.

      “You need to get us out of here, Nicole!”

      “I need a few minutes to direct us to the right time.”

      “I don’t think we have a few minutes.”

      I was right.

      Beyond the wall of shadows, the front door broke open and a stream of military men rushed inside, guns lifted and ready to use. I braced for the sound of gunshots and for the possible impact of a bullet.

      “We need to go, now!!” I shouted.

      “Everyone, join hands!”

      Cassandra grabbed mine, as Nicole grabbed hers and reached for Iris.

      The old woman shook her head and took a step away. “Go! I will stay and make sure you have time to get away.”

      “They’ll shoot you!” Nicole argued.

      “It’s okay. I’m ready to die.” Iris stepped toward the edge of the thick fog of shadows that was protecting us. Before exiting, she turned back to Nicole. “When you get back to the academy, you need to stop her before she betrays you all. She’s not who everyone thinks she’s is.”

      “Stop who?”

      Without answering, she moved out of the shadows, surprising the men. They all flinched at her sudden appearance, and fingers twitched over the triggers of their guns.

      “Don’t move or we will shoot you!” One of the men in front shouted at Iris. Even through the haze of the shadows sweat visibly dripped down his face.

      Iris still moved.

      Her arms stretched widely to her sides and she opened her mouth, letting out the loudest, most high-pitched scream I’d ever heard. Two of the men dropped the guns, their hands slamming over their ears to block the sound.

      The other three opened fire on the old woman.

      As bullets slammed into her body, ripping open holes into her flesh, light pulsed out of her eyes and mouth. Beams of bright white radiated from her and surged over the men. Then the light fragmented into rays of color—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet. Those rays turned into piercing spears that shot into the guards’ bodies. Their screams echoed through the room.

      I tried to look away but couldn’t, as Iris’s body shattered into a rainbow of light, flooding the entire townhouse and street with such vibrant color. It was like a laser light show, to be honest.

      “Iris!” Nicole screamed, trying to bolt out of the shadows, but I grabbed her before she could.

      “Don’t. We’re safe inside here. She’s given us the time we need to make the jump. Don’t let her death be wasted.”

      My words must’ve knocked sense into her because she faced me, grabbing my hand and Cassandra’s. Her eyes closed in deep concentration, and I watched as she pushed through the emotional pain I knew she was feeling to do the one thing only she could do. Iris was definitely right about one thing… Nicole was one of the best of us.

      The air around us vibrated and thinned, and then I felt pulled through the ether. I hoped that wherever we landed, we were able to do what we needed to do to stop the war that could end us all forever.
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      CADE

      Oh, shit!

      This was going to be bad. There was little chance of us getting away without having to fight.

      Quickly, I glanced at Lucian, wondering what he was planning to do because I knew he was going to do something. There was no way he would surrender, which probably meant a fight. His fingers twitched. It was subtle but I noticed it. I also noticed the tiny spark on the palm of his hand. So, fire. It was decided.

      I could get behind that.

      With our combined power we could easily make a wall of flames so high, so hot, it would give the others some time to get away.

      I didn’t want to nod to him, as the military men might notice, so I winked. I really hoped he understood what I was saying, and not that I was flirting with him. He was indeed a good looking guy, but so not my type. My type was bold, brash, and British. Basically, my type was Nicole. Only Nicole. Gods, I wanted to see her so badly it hurt my soul.

      But we had to get out of this first.

      “Give up, and we won’t shoot you,” the guard in charge grunted.

      I had to tamp down the urge to say something pithy. They had no idea what they were in for now. Instead, I cupped my hands together and whipped around toward to face them. Flames grew instantly from Lucian’s hands, and he pushed them forward as I opened mine, letting out a whirlwind of fire. Our power mixed to create a ten-foot-high wall of raging flames between us and the guards. It took us only a few seconds, and I might have stopped to admire our handiwork if we hadn’t needed to get away.

      The flames shot out toward the men, taking them off guard. The guy in front shouted while the raging fire nearly whipped at his face. At least, that was what I told it to do. I didn’t want it to hurt anyone unnecessarily, just get him to back away. It must’ve worked, because no bullets whizzed toward us.

      “Go!” I yelled to Ren and Mia. “Get into the temple. The door is on top of the altar. Get Rosie to safety.”

      Before they could flee, or Lucian and I could prepare for another attack, a sudden hiss came from our inferno wall. Incredulously, I watched as our flames slowly receded, dousing completely. Lucian and I exchanged a wide-eyed stare, and I knew that we were thinking the same thing. No amount of water could’ve put out that kind of blazing power. No amount, except from someone who had an equal level of water power.

      When the flames were gone, I expected to see a man with an industrial-sized hose, like a firefighter… Instead, Marek stood before us.

      Lucian and I shared another look, then Lucian moved toward him. “Marek? What are you doing?”

      For a moment, I expected him to say something like, “It’s not what you think. They don’t want to harm us.” Or, “Let’s work together. Jia was right.” He didn’t. A sudden and unexpected water cannon shot toward Lucian, knocking him on this ass.

      “Marek…” I started just as he swiveled his attack toward me.

      Except, I saw it coming. I was prepared.

      Two large balls of fire formed instantly in my palms, and I threw them into the beam of water. Loud sizzling and hissing erupted on contact, producing a wave of steam from our combined attacks. Sweat instantly popped up on my forehead and back from the sweltering heat that washed over me. The combined strength of our opposing elemental powers created a steam room.

      More fire burst from my hands, readying for another attack. I looked over at Lucian to see electrical sparks spinning around his fingers and up his arms, but he was hesitant to shoot them. Neither of us wanted to hurt Marek, since we didn’t know why he was behaving the way he was. There was definitely something sinister going on. However much Marek disliked me, he would never betray the academy and his fellow warriors for the mortals. Not of his own free will. Not unless Jia convinced him otherwise with a spiel about revenge for Revana.

      I just didn’t buy that. It didn’t feel right.

      Sneaking a glance behind me, I made sure the others had run into the temple. Rosie and Mia were gone, but Ren remained. He came to stand next to me as I cast him a frustrated glare.

      “You should’ve gone with them.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you to be captured. What’s wrong with Marek?” his voice was calm yet determined.

      “I don’t know, but he’s definitely determined to harm us.” I kept a wary eye on Marek as I spoke.

      That instant, Marek drew a sword from the scabbard at his waist and ran at me. There was no war cry. In fact, he looked completely passive to what he was doing. There was no expression on his face. It was blank, his eyes seeming almost dead.

      For a split second, my mind conjured images of the zombies that obeyed the Corpse King. They weren’t acting of their own volition but compelled by the Lycaon's power over them. Was this the same thing? There was obviously some kind of compulsion at play.

      Waiting to see what I would do, Lucian didn’t form any lightning to throw at Marek, Ren took a step back as well while I unsheathed two daggers and blocked Marek’s overhead swing of his sword. None of us wanted to harm him, until we knew what we were up against. It was an impossible situation.

      “Marek! Stop!” My eyes were glued to his face as I spoke, trying hard to push back on the death swing he’d made. I really didn’t want the blade to cleave my head in half. It took everything I had to deflect the sword to the side.

      With a kick to his left thigh—not his knee because I didn’t want to cripple him—I attempted to knock him off balance. It worked. He stumbled to the side, his arms lowering, the sword clanging onto the ground instead of into my face. As his head turned slightly, something glinted along his neck in the lamplight illuminating us from the street. It looked like a chain necklace, or…

      “He’s got a gold rope around his neck!” I shouted to the others.

      That was when I noticed the guards had pulled back, their guns lowered while they just watched the exchange. Obviously, this was some sort of experiment and Marek was the test subject. As were we. The realization made ice form along the ridge of my spine. Mortals were cold, and clearly, more of a threat than we’d ever imagined.

      “Can you get it off him?” Lucian yelled.

      Probably, but I needed him distracted so I could get closer. Ren must’ve guessed what I needed because he formed a water tornado around us. It served a two-fold purpose—to engage with Marek, and to keep the men from seeing what I planned to do. I’d just never fought someone basically underwater. Hopefully, Ren and Lucian used the water tornado as a barrier between them and the guards too. The last thing I needed was to save Marek to then find out that Lucian and Ren had been shot.

      I ran at Marek, my knives lifted, hoping he would engage me with some hand-to-hand combat. We’d been trained on how to disarm someone, and I expected he would try to do that. I only needed some time to subdue him and remove the rope.

      

      When I was almost upon him, Marek tried to lift his sword from the ground, but I quickly managed to stomp on it.  With no weapon, he had to defend himself with combat moves. As I swiped at his arm with one of my daggers, he was able to knock it out of my hand, which I allowed to happen by loosening my grip on the hilt.

      As I ducked under his right hook, I got a mouthful of water that stole the literal breath from my lungs. I spit it out, sucking in a great mouthful of air, and sent a powerful kick to his leg in the same spot as before, knowing he was likely sore and would compensate for the pain. His leg collapsed a little, and I punched him in the gut. When he faltered, I snuck behind him, wrapped an arm around his neck, and squeezed— but I did not feel triumphant about any of it.

      Marek struggled in my grip, throwing blind punches at my head. One did manage to hit my temple, hard enough for me to see some stars. Not an easy feat. Keeping my stance solid, I put more pressure on my hold, if I knocked him out that would be the best-case scenario, but he wasn’t going to go down easily.

      For the most part, I’d been able to keep my face out of the spinning water funnel around us, which was good, because I did not have much affinity with water. Not for much longer.

      Marek pulled the water and dragged it to where we fought, giving me only a couple of seconds to take in as much air as I could before I was in the thick of it. It was similar to diving through the portal from the academy to the bay in Kios, but there, I was in no danger of drowning. Here, Marek could keep my head underwater for as long as it took for me to give up and let it into my lungs. And I couldn’t call up my fire when I was soaking wet.

      My arm squeezed Marek’s neck even harder, and soon, both his legs started to wobble. Thankfully, I was able to get him down to his knees, although it took every ounce of strength that I possessed. He lost some of the control on the funnel and I was able to shift my head from any direct spray. The water still swirled over me, but I managed to quickly take in some more air.

      While on the ground, I bent over him, still putting pressure on his neck and reached for my knife on the street.  My fingers called to the metal, my ability moving it the rest of the way until the dagger jumped into my hand. Thank the Gods.

      I brought the tip of the dagger up to Marek’s neck, slicing and fraying the golden rope, and finally seeing it snap. The moment it did, Marek’s eyes flew open and wide, and I could feel a different type of struggle under my arm.

      “Marek?”

      “Yes…” he managed to croak. He started to wilt, his mouth moving soundlessly.

      Releasing him, I watched him drop to all fours and take in some greedy breaths. Once he was more stable, he looked up at me. His eyes filled with panic and confusion.

      “What… what happened?”

      “I’ll explain later, but right now we are surrounded by insurgents and we need to help Lucian and Ren fight them. Are you ready?”

      Marek nodded. “Let’s push the waterspout towards them.”

      “My water power isn’t great.”

      “It will be enough…Now!”

      Our hands lifted toward the blurry outlines of the men, and we pushed our ability as hard as we could.

      

      A few seconds later, there were a lot of strangled shouts, then I could literally see a couple of the men being swirled around, lifted into the water.

      Marek and I immediately ran the other way, toward the temple entrance with Lucian and Ren by our side, and went in together. Mia and Rosie stood on top of Zeus’s altar, near the trapdoor, anxiously waiting for us.

      Lucian waved at them urgently. “Go in!”

      They disappeared into the hole as Marek and Ren scrambled up onto the altar. I stopped just inside the temple entrance.

      Frowning, Lucian halted next to me. “What are you doing?”

      “We can’t have anyone find the door and follow us.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      I pointed up at the stone arch over the entrance. “Bring it down.”

      “Let’s do it.” He immediately flung his hands toward it, sparking wires of electricity already entwined around his fingers.

      Placing my hands against the stone, I closed my eyes, and pushed my power into the structure. As I did, bolts of lightning crashed against the stone around me, and a loud rumble echoed when the archway started to break apart.

      Opening my eyes, I ran backward to watch the marble and white stone blocks fall to the ground, effectively blocking the entrance. There was no way anyone could get through that. It would take the mortals days to dig through it.

      Lucian and I rushed to the statue, and dropped into the hole at its feet. Once inside, I set my hands against the rock tunnel to force the door closed. It took a moment, the stone was stubborn, but eventually, the secret opening shut.

      There would be no way the mortals could find it. We’d escaped… for now.

      There was absolutely no doubt now that the mortals had divine help. Aphrodite’s golden rope wasn’t an easy thing to acquire. As far as I knew it had been under lock and key at the academy since her death. It was a cunning, dangerous weapon in anyone’s hands. And they’d obviously had a lot of help to get it. It wasn’t just the mortals we were up against, but someone with a lot more power. One of the Gods.
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      NICOLE

      I could barely catch my breath as I pulled Cassandra, Melany, and I through the ether. Tears of shock clouded my eyes and I had to harshly blink them away so I could navigate through time. When we finally stepped out into bright sunshine and vibrant green grass, I was forced to take a minute to fully understand what had just happened.

      Both hands on my thighs, I bent at the waist, taking deep, ragged breaths. My heart slammed against my chest, and the ache was nearly unbearable. Images raced by in my mind. Horrible, heart wrenching moments that I so didn’t want to relive. I’d been through a lot, but I literally had no idea how to process what I’d just witnessed.

      “I-I can’t…”

      Cassandra rubbed a hand up and down my back, doing her best to soothe me even though she looked shell-shocked and pale as well. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “Iris… she… she sacrificed herself for us.” I looked up at Cassandra and Melany. My voice was raw. Given my history with Iris, this reality was digging a thorn into my flesh, raking it along my skin and ripping open scars that had barely had a chance to form.

      Cassandra seemed as shocked as I felt. Melany, on the other hand, looked away from my gaze. She looked nervous and uncomfortable, but not necessarily shocked. She definitely wasn’t experiencing that same emotions that the rest of us were, and I couldn’t understand it.

      “She did what she had to, and I’m thankful for it. Iris gave us a chance to save our friends and stop the war. Once we succeed, she’ll no longer die like that.” Her keen eyes surveyed the area where we’d arrived. “Are we still in Pecunia?”

      I might have thought her cold, but I’d seen her writhing with lightning coming from her hands. Part of me wanted to be angry at her indifference to what we’d just witnessed, but the truth was that I honestly didn’t know what she was feeling. Melany seemed like the type of person to bottle everything inside and deal with the aftermath later, when the mission at hand was complete.

      In a way, I appreciated it. It would make going on easier on all of us.

      Straightening, I shielded my eyes from the scorching sun with my hand, and looked around us. We came out of the portal into a park with big oak trees full of fresh leaves, which cast much needed shade onto the thick, velvety green grass. The crisp, bubbling sound of a stream nearby reached me. There were wooden benches scattered lazily here and there along a winding dirt path, yet they were empty. Thankfully, we were alone.

      “Isn’t this the park just outside of the main town square?” I asked.

      Melany’s gaze swept the area again, then she nodded decisively. “Looks like it.”

      “When are we?” Cassandra asked. Her voice was apprehensive and I couldn’t blame her. I’d been the one guiding the time travel and I wasn’t entirely certain myself. It was disorienting.

      “I was aiming for a time before Cade and the others came through the portals to begin with.” Squinting, I looked around in the bright stripes of sunlight.

      “Why then?” Melany asked.

      While I knew it was a valid question, I had to suppress a bolt of irritation at her incessant need to question everything I thought, said, or did. I knew she didn’t trust me—at least, she didn’t trust me anymore or any less than she did anyone else—but it was tiresome.

      “Can we intercept them before this all starts?” she added but I shook my head.

      “It would interfere with the time continuum. We can’t interfere with an event that we were a part of. We already created a future while we were at the academy and they were here. The only thing we can do is to give them something they can find in their future that will help them.”

      I frowned, wondering if I had screwed my own explanation of how time jumping worked. Because, well, I didn’t know for sure how it worked. What I did know from experience and trying to understand it, was that I couldn’t mess with something in my past that I was intrinsically attached to, and had already happened.

      If I was right about the timeline, Cade, Lucian, and the others would be arriving in Pecunia to investigate the growing rebel insurgency while I was back at the academy, then I would talk to Cade through the special lantern. I could not hold space in two places at once because it would cause a ripple in the timeline that could possibly destroy it. Honesty, it all hurt my head, and I was the one with control over it. The rest of them must have been reeling.

      “Could we still see them?” Cassandra asked, her eyes bright with hope. “Without interfering?”

      I knew the urge was strong because it raged in me too. More than anything, I wanted to see Cade, ached for him on every level, but I also knew it would be extremely difficult to see him and not be able to do anything about it. It would be dam near impossible, as I imagined it would be for Cassandra to see Lucian. Seeing the people we cared for could give us the jolt we needed to succeed, but we shouldn’t tempt fate like that.

      Besides that, what if they saw us, especially Melany? It would send the timeline into an unknown path that I was afraid would be more disastrous. One that I wouldn’t be able to fix.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Cass.” I hated saying the words out loud and being the one to make sense, especially when every part of me ached for Cade.

      Her face fell, making her look like a little girl who’d just been told her kitty died. In this scenario, however, I was the kitty killer.

      “Could you honestly say you wouldn’t run over to hug him? Or even call out to him?”

      She shrugged.

      “I know if I saw Cade right now, I’d probably jump to hug him until he fell over. Not sure I could refrain. He’s so bloody cute!”

      A little laugh escaped her. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      My attention went to Melany. She had moved away from us while we talked about Lucian and Cade. She appeared a bit uncomfortable, and I wondered if it was because of Cassandra being with Lucian now. That had to be odd, even though they were no longer together, and she’d been with Hades for the past few years. Still, if she was even a tiny bit like me, I wouldn’t want to hear it either.

      “We should be certain we’re in the right time.” I glanced around, searching for something that could give us some base point to identify the era.

      “We’re not far from the square,” Cassandra offered. “I could fly up and go make sure everything is still in place.”

      I nodded. “Okay, do it.”

      Her beautiful wings unfolded—yes, I was hella jealous—then lifted her into the air. She flapped them a few times to rise above the treetops and flew forward until I lost sight of her in the sky. When I looked over at Melany, she seemed like she’d checked out completely. She was staring into space, as if she was glancing through a door that I couldn’t see.

      Sadness filtered through her expression, and it made my heart ache for her.

      Cassandra returned. “The temple is there, vandalized from before, and Melany’s statue still stands. So I’d say we are definitely in the right timeline.”

      “Good.” I nodded to her, then gestured to Melany.

      Cassandra shrugged. She was just as much at a loss with how to deal with her than I was.

      I cleared my throat, hoping to draw her attention. “So, where’s this oak tree?” I asked Melany.

      Startled, she turned toward me, and I wondered what thoughts I had interrupted. Had she been thinking about Hades while Cassandra and I talked about the men we loved? I didn’t really want to dwell on that because I’d taken her away from him, and the honest truth was, I didn’t know if I could return her to that place when this was all done.

      “In Pan Park, in New Athens. It’s about a fifteen minute flight from here.”

      “Damn it. I was hoping it would be a simple bus ride away.” I gave a little laugh, hoping to break the tension that was building around her.

      “I can carry you, Nic,” Cassandra offered.

      “Do you ever think about going back to when they took your memories and wings from you, and stopping them?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I nodded. “I’ve thought about it. When I first realized I could jump through time, that was my first thought. But then I realized that if I did, then everything that had happened to me since wouldn’t have happened. I wouldn’t have met my best mate, Pinky, in London, and I probably wouldn’t have fallen in love with Cade. I definitely wouldn’t have come back to the academy and become friends with Cass, Jasmine, and Georgina.”

      Honestly, I could’ve gone on and on about all the things Id’ considered changing, but knew that if I did, I wouldn’t have the other things that meant so much to me. Besides all that, though, I knew that I couldn’t have jumped back to that time. It would’ve bounced me right back.

      “And I wouldn’t have met you, Melany.”

      After I said that, hoping it would mean something to her, I recognized she probably hated that I’d met her. I’d altered her life so immensely that things would never be the same for her.

      Now, I wished I could go back in time and refrain from saying something so stupid and lame to her.

      Her eyes narrowed, and I thought for sure she was going to say something derogatory toward me, but she just shook her head. “Let’s get going. We don’t know how much time we really have before all the portals close and we’ve wasted our chance.”

      She was right. Time wasn’t really on our side in this case.

      Walking to Cassandra, I looped my arms around her. We’d done this dance so many times before, that we were practically Dancing with the Stars champions. Someone should’ve given us a trophy, or at least a pretty winner’s circle sash.

      Once she secured her arm around me, she took to the sky. Both of us watched in awe as Melany’s midnight black wings spread out on either side of her, then she made one powerful flap and she was as high as we’d gotten. It was mesmerizing, watching her fly as we soared over top the highest trees, across the stream, then over empty farmland and toward New Athens.

      During my time at the academy, I’d never gotten to New Athens. Hell, I’d only been to Pecunia once or twice before I was expelled, but the land here never failed to make an impression. It was so green and fertile, beaming with life, unlike the dingy grayness of London. The city also beamed with life, but definitely in different ways. I missed it, so I promised myself that when this was all over, I was going to make another trip to see Pinky. I’d take Cade with me of course, and anyone else who wanted to come. We’d all earned a holiday.

      “Do you want to come to London with me when I go to visit my friend, after all this is over?” I asked Cassandra.

      She seemed surprised I’d asked her. “Yeah, that sounds cool. Can Lucian come?”

      “Absolutely. He seems like a guy who needs a good time. A place to relax.”

      “You have no idea.” She chuckled.

      “Hey, Melany! Have you ever been to London? You can come with us, if you—"

      “We’re being watched.” She pointed down to the road leading into the town.

      When I glanced down, I found a big black SUV parked on the side of the road with a couple of men standing in the ditch, watching us with binoculars. A shiver rushed over my back. The whole thing looked really ominous. I mean, what were they doing? And how did they spot us?

      Melany nodded toward the thick trees in the distance. “There’s the park.”

      A sense of urgency surged over us, and we swooped down toward it. With Melany in the lead, we landed near a wooden bridge that arched over a narrow stream of clear water. Once firmly on the ground, Melany wasted no time and moved toward a group of large oak trees.

      “It’s that one.” She pointed to the tallest and thickest of the four ancient giants.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She gave me a nasty look, then set her hands onto the trunk. “I’m sure. I can feel the energy thrumming through it.”

      “Good.”

      “So, how do we leave a message?” Cassandra asked. “Carve it into the bark?” She unsheathed the knife she carried on her ankle.

      “No, that would take too much effort, and too much time.” Melany ran her hand over the tree. “Plus, we don’t want to offend the dryad inside.”

      A genius thought popped into my mind, so I reached into my pants front pocket, and pulled out the rolled up scroll we’d taken from Arachne’s lair. “We can literally leave them a note and bury it here for them to find.” I smiled at them both.

      “Do you have a pen to write with?” Melany asked, a sarcastic tone to her voice, which I was happy to hear, honestly. Maybe she was coming out of her stupor.

      “I do, actually.” Reaching into my back pocket, I pulled out a metal pen. I’d taken it from Hephaistos’s office when no one was looking. It was a fine piece of craftsmanship and I thought he’d never miss it—he’d had several on his desk.

      Turning to the blank side of the scroll, I began to write.

      

      “Dear Cade, Lucian, or whoever else finds this…

      Gods, I hope you’re reading this mate, and the worst hasn’t already happened. Please know I’m thinking about you. That I love you.

      If you’re reading this, that means you’re looking for a way to get back to the academy since all the portals are shut down and you’ve tried the oak tree without any success. There is another way. Go to the temple, you’ll find…”

      

      “I’m making the assumption that they’ve tried the tree and won’t know where else to go but where should I tell them to look in the temple. We never did find that out.”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure they’ll figure it out…” Melany’s eyes went wide. “Shit! We’re being tracked!”

      I turned to see the black SUV racing across the open grass field, though it stopped before crashing into the bridge over the stream. It was still far enough away that whoever was inside couldn’t see exactly what we were doing.

      “We need to go.” Melany pressed her hands to the oak tree. “Let us in, please! We need to get back to the academy!”

      At first, I didn’t think anything was going to happen, but a cracking noise rose, and the tree actually split open. The hole was big enough for us to go inside one at a time. Cassandra rushed in, followed by Melany while I stood there, with the scroll in my hand, unsure of where to put it. I couldn’t just leave it anywhere, hoping they would find it.

      Three men jumped out of the truck then and started running toward us. The decision was taken away from me when I was yanked backward and into the portal. The scroll fell from my grasp, rolling back into itself while the breeze stirred the bed of leaves at the foot of the trunk. The scroll seemed to bury itself under them. I also dropped the pen when I was jolted so roughly.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was inside the oak tree, being pulled down some stairs underground while the doorway closed again. The trunk stitched itself back together into solid wood. At the bottom of the twisting set of stairs, I came face to face with a dryad.

      “See what you’ve done?” He snarled at me. “Now I’m going to have to close this door permanently.” Waving his small brown and green hands around, he made the stairs rot and crumble into dust, and the small hole above us, closed with wood and rock plunging us into complete darkness.

      A second later, a small ball of orange witchlight formed in the air. Melany let it go and it floated ahead of us to light our way. “C’mon,” she urged. “Let’s get back to the academy before anything worse can happen.”

      I followed her and Cassandra through the dark tunnel, briefly glancing behind me and wondering where the dryad disappeared. Maybe he’d gone to find another tree where to live in.

      At first, Melany moved fast, and at one point, I even had to do a little jogging to catch up with her. Yet, then she started to slow, her head swiveling back and forth like she was looking for something. Eventually, we came to a fork in the tunnel that split it in two different directions, and Melany stopped right there, at the juncture.

      “Do you know which way to go?” I asked.

      Nodding, she pointed to the right. “The academy’s that way.”

      Then she booked it to the left without another word.

      Cassandra and I shared a startled look.

      “Melany! Where are you going?” I shouted after her.

      “Hades’s Hall.”

      Bloody hell.

      I grabbed Cassandra’s hand and we ran after her.
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      HADES

      Now that my vision had cleared a bit from the drifting snowfall of ash that had coated them, I could see the cloaked figure looking over me. “Hello, Thanatos. Old friend.”

      I imagined he was smiling, although it was impossible to tell since there was only darkness inside the cowl of his robe. Death had no face, so it was told, but there had to have been something in there—a mouth at least—as I’d seen him smoke weed a time or two with his brother Hypnos.

      “Quite the situation you got yourself into.” His raspy voice was familiar to me but impossible to describe, something otherworldly that would have both attracted and repulsed mortals.

      Sitting up, I brushed off the ash and soot that had dusted my best shirt and pants.. I knew I could just snap my fingers and have new clothes, but it was the principle of the thing. He had covered me in debris. Rude. “If I’m dead, then isn’t it you who has put me into this situation?”

      Thanatos chuckled, clearly enjoying my predicament. “That’s not how the afterlife works.”

      “So I am dead.” Well. This wasn’t what I wanted.

      “Well, you were obliterated into dust on a field of war.” He offered his skeletal hand to help me to my feet.

      “Then, why aren’t I in Elysium? Isn’t that where Gods go when they perish?”

      “Yes, usually.” His voice still carried an edge of amusement, but I could also tell that he was serious. Not his normal state of being.

      “So, why is this an unusual situation?” I asked impatiently, straightening my soot covered clothes.

      When he turned away from me, starting to pace around the hall, the back of his robe dragged the ashes across the black and white tiles. Really, he was just disgusting.

      “You’ve really messed things up, Hades. And with no butler service, you’re going to have to clean it up yourself for once.”

      I shook off the rest of the gray and black dust from my clothes and hair, curious as to why Thanatos was avoiding my question, which it was quite clear to me that he was. What was he hiding from me?

      “It’ll return to normal eventually. This isn’t the first time I’ve destroyed a thing or two. I go to sleep, and the whole place resets. It’s marvelous, really.”

      It was annoying and infuriating as well, which was why I didn’t offer a smirk along with my smug words. I wanted things to change. Just once, I wanted that more than anything I’d ever wanted in my entire, achingly long life. Maybe it would be an indication that I wasn’t stuck in an eternal simulation of life, but in the real thing.

      Yet, I supposed that was what the afterlife was like. An endless loop of the same day. Like reality, but not. It never could be again.

      And without Melany here to experience it with me, I knew I’d go mad sooner rather than later. Who was I kidding? Stuck in a loop of not-quite-life, she was my life.

      Thanatos poked at the smoking embers with the end of his staff, then chuckled to himself. I was glad one of us was amused at the whole thing.

      “Where’s Melany?” I demanded.

      His blackened hole of a face turned toward me, and he had the nerve to shrug. He actually shrugged, all nonchalant, as if he wasn’t aware that this was the single most important thing in the entire world to me. “How would I know?”

      “Because you put her here with me, did you not? She sacrificed herself for her friends and the fates.” I tried to keep my voice cool, to not let the intensity I felt color it, but I wasn’t entirely sure that I was successful.

      With exaggerated movements, he turned around in a slow circle, and I kind of wanted to punch him for making such a mockery of what was my beating heart.

      “Isn’t she here? I swore I heard her voice just now.”

      “If she was here, do you think I’d be trying to dig my way out through the eternal fire of the Underworld to find her?” I retorted.

      “I thought maybe you were redecorating.”

      There it was again, that mocking edge. I mean, what was one to expect from Death? But it really wasn’t sitting well with me in my current state of mind.

      A flash of fury surged through me so I stormed across the hall, grabbed Death by the cowl and threw him against the wall. I leaned in close to his darkened hood. Maybe he wouldn’t be so amused if I pulled that hood off and his lack of a head exploded. “Your jokes aren’t funny.”

      “C’mon. They are a little bit funny. You used to have a sense of humor, Hades.” I couldn’t see his mouth given the whole lack of a face thing, but I knew, I just knew that the bastard was smirking.

      “And you used to not talk so much. Perhaps you’ve smoked too much of your brother’s supply.” I sneered. “I think I liked it better when you were quiet.”

      He shrugged, as if to say, maybe. He also didn’t disagree.

      “Where is Melany?” I demanded again.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t even know she was gone. I mean, how would she have gotten out of here. Hypnos and I made sure…” Then he paused.

      “Hypnos and you made sure of what?”

      I banged him against the wall again, but it was all just theatre, really. There was no way I could ever hurt Death. Sometimes he did like to pretend that he was just a regular man, and not a primordial being that had existed since the beginning of time itself. Pretending to be fallible made eternity more interesting, I guessed. It would be boring otherwise, and I knew that well. Quite often, I’d gotten bored over the past millennia.

      He sighed. “When Melany made a deal with us so that she could spend her eternity in this place with you, I plucked you out of oblivion and put you here. For her.”

      I’d suspected as much, but never said anything to her about it. I didn’t want to upset her, and it had been working out just perfectly, in my opinion, for the last… um, I wasn’t sure how long we’d been here.

      “But the deal was she could never leave. This was her final resting place.”

      “Then, where is she? Because she’s gone.”

      “I don’t know.” His head tilted, like he’d just gotten an interesting thought.

      “What?”

      “There is this girl… she has the power to control time.”

      “Like Cronos?”

      “Yes, like him. I heard he’s her great, great, times a thousand, grandfather.”

      A long distant memory popped into my head. Something I hadn’t thought about for thousands of years. I’d had no reason to until now.

      “Does this girl have black hair with a white stripe?”

      “Yes.” He sounded surprised. “Do you know her?”

      I let his cowl go and took a step back. “I think I saw her once. A very, very long time ago. She didn’t look like she belonged to the time I was in then. We were in the middle of the Titanomachy, fighting on the beach, and she was just there, in blue jeans, a t-shirt, and sneakers, with a boy and a small metal robot. The robot looked like something Hephaistos would come to build in the future.”

      “Nicole… that is her name.” Thanatos nodded.

      “So you think this Nicole has come and taken Melany? How could she? We are not in the past or the future.”

      “Maybe she found a way to travel through the dimensions. Old Lycaon kidnapped her not long ago, forcing her to take him to the time wheel when he was trying to destroy everything for revenge. But she and her friends stopped him.”

      My gazed widened and I nodded. That was impressive. However, that knowledge wasn’t going to help me figure out where Melany went.

      “Do you think this girl, Nicole, came here and took Melany?” I asked.

      “It’s possible, I suppose.”

      If I concentrated hard enough, I remembered an image of a window portal in my library. I’d seen Melany through it, I was sure of it. Could that be the same way Nicole had come through to steal my Dark Angel from me? Could I somehow use it to escape this place and find my love?

      “I need for you to find out everything you can about Nicole, and also, to search every dimension for Melany. Then report it back to me.”

      Thanatos chuckled. “Why would I do this for you?”

      “Because then, I would owe you some favor.”

      Death strolled casually across the floor, tapping his staff on every black square tile that hadn’t been uprooted in my frenzy to dig into the fires of the Underworld. “You’re dead, Hades. There’s nothing you can do for me.”

      “But what if I wasn’t?” I arched my eyebrow as I regarded him. “Think of all that I could do for you, Lord Thanatos.”

      One of his skeletal fingers lifted to his non-existent face. “Hmm. So you wish for me to bring you information and then reanimate you?”

      “You are the only being who could accomplish such a feat.” It was an attempt to plead to his vanity. In the past, he and his brother Hypnos would have competitions to see who was better at their jobs. I was sure they aimed to please their mother, Nyx, who I believed Melany had obliterated during her sacrifice. So maybe they didn’t compete any longer, but I had to try something. I needed to leave this place. I needed to find Melany. I couldn’t be the Lord of Darkness without my Lady.

      “I will think about it.” He tapped his staff onto the floor again. “Don’t go anywhere, my dear friend. I’ll be back.” With a black puff of smoke, he was gone.

      There was no way to know if he’d do what I asked, but I had to have hope. Without it, I’d have nothing. Despair would be my only companion, and I wasn’t sure how long I would last with it crushing my heart and soul.

      The palm of my hand slammed against the wall in frustration, then I turned and slid down the wall to sit on the floor and look at the destruction I’d caused in my anger and despair. I thought about cleaning it, but the thought of drinking myself into a stupor sounded much more inviting. I could drink until I passed out, then, when I woke, everything would be right as rain.

      And I could start it all over again.
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      MELANY

      “I can feel him.” My voice was sure, yet Cassandra sighed with exasperation in response.

      “He’s not here, Melany. I promise you, he’s gone.”

      My gaze went to Cassandra as the three of us stood on the banks of the River Styx, just outside the cave that led to Hades’s Hall. I’d stood there a few times in the past, and every time, my heart yearned to cross the raging and chaotic waters of the Underworld, bang open the tall metal doors, and announce my arrival. I would fall into Hades’s arms, and he would pick me up, carrying me to his bedchamber where we would…

      I wrapped my arms around myself for comfort, knowing that it would likely never happen again. I knew it, but I couldn’t dwell on it, because if I accepted it as reality, I would disintegrate.

      “I had a dream I was here, and the hall had been abandoned. That there was no Charon, no Cerberus, no Hades.”

      Cassandra moved closer to me, setting a comforting hand on my arm. She didn’t say anything, likely not knowing what words would give any relief to my misery—because there probably weren’t any—though, I had to admit that her healing touch was at least pleasant.

      I knew I should just turn around, go back to the tunnel, and continue to the academy.

      I knew I should just accept my fate, as it was, and find a way to help my friends here, but I couldn’t move. My feet were frozen to the spot. As was my heart.

      I had to check, had to be sure. What if Hypnos and Thanatos had put me in an eternal dream, and given me a Hades that my mind had conjured? What if I left, and he’d been here the whole time? My mind could not handle that “What if” for long. That wasn’t who I was, the very reason I had to know for sure.

      Plopping down on the edge of the ravine, the river crashing and bubbling below me, I dipped my feet into the water.

      “Whoa! What are you doing?” Cassandra tried to pull me up, but I wasn’t going to budge.

      “Melany, we don’t have time for this. Whatever this is,” Nicole added.

      “The water will kill you,” Cassandra reasoned. “Nothing can survive in it.”

      “No, it won’t. The Underworld belongs to me,” I declared, and pushed off the edge. I was its Queen. I was Hades’ Dark Angel.

      Bodies were made up of, like, sixty percent water, and this was the water that flowed through my body. Nothing could hurt me.

      Except, I didn’t really know that to be true. When Hades died, the hall and all his belongings came to me, but when I vanished, I’d promised them to Hecate in return for her lover, Hypnos’s help. So, maybe this place no longer loved me. I guessed I would find out soon enough. If it killed me, well, without the man that I craved down to the marrow of my bones, I found that I didn’t much care.

      My body splashed into the water, but I kicked up so my head remained above the surface. Determined, I started to swim across to the other shore, yet the river seemed thick, viscous like gelatin, and I barely moved. The churning and bubbling of the water intensified. Rather than fear, though, fascination clung to me.

      “Melany! Come back!” Both Cassandra and Nicole tried to reach for me from the shore, but I pushed their hands away, evading their grasp. I was mesmerized.

      Beneath my feet, something moved, churning the water around me. Something big.

      Pressure built underneath me, and then my body started to shift upwards, out of the river. It kept going and going, until I was ten feet in the air. Both Cassandra and Nicole looked like they were going to faint, their eyes growing so wide, and their faces so pale. Nicole’s mouth gaped like a fish out of water.

      For a moment, fear rushed through me, hot, bitter, and slick. Yet, it was gone just as quickly, replaced with pure joy when I realized that I wasn’t in any danger whatsoever. Peering down, I found three sets of large, glinting black eyes, rolling up toward me. Three big, velvety soft noses sniffed me, nostrils flaring as they took in my scent.

      “Hello, boy. I’ve missed you.” I crouched and ran my hands over the black fur covering one of Cerberus’s huge, blocky heads.

      I was rewarded with three sets of happy whines and small yaps of pleasure. Relief that I hadn’t known I was still capable of experiencing washed over me. Cerberus was obviously very happy to see me, and I him. Feeling his fur beneath my palms offered me the first hint of contentment I’d experience in what felt like a lifetime.

      “Can you help my friends across too?” I asked him gently.

      Cerberus instantly lowered one of his other heads toward the shore where Cassandra and Nicole stared in terror. My three-headed beast was a big softie, but I couldn’t deny the small inward chuckle that left me at how easily he intimidated these ferocious, storied Demigod warriors.

      “It’s okay,” I assured. “Get on his head. He’ll take us to the other side.”

      They both hesitated, and the looks on their faces made it clear that they thought this idea was insane. When both Cerberus and I simply waited, patiently, Nicole finally sucked in a deep breath, and was the first to jump onto him. Her smile was instant as she absorbed some of my pet’s energy.

      Cassandra was a bit more uncertain, so Nicole had to grab her hand and pull her up onto the dog’s massive head. Once he lifted his head again, Nicole nearly fell over; she had to grab his ear to stop from toppling over the side, but she righted herself again, laughing.

      “Mate! This is awesome!”

      I couldn’t hold back a small smile. Even with existences that were so decidedly far from normal, I supposed that hitching a ride on the three-headed dog that guarded the entrance to the Underworld was probably an experience to remember.

      Cerberus crossed the river with the three of us balanced on his heads, stepping up onto the other shore. Something told me that he was going to shake himself dry, as dogs did when they got wet.

      “Let us down, boy.”

      His whines were instant, but he did as I asked, lowering his heads so we could jump off him. Once we were back on solid ground, he did the whole body and head shake. Water droplets went everywhere, including onto us. By the time he was done, we were all soaked to the bone.

      “Ugh.” Cassandra wrinkled her nose and wrung out her shirt. “We’re all going to smell like wet dog now.”

      Nicole reached out a hand toward Cerberus. “Can I pet him? He’s so wicked cool.”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure what the monster pup was going to do, he didn’t always play nice with everyone, but he lowered one of his heads toward Nicole’s hand so she could pet him. She scratched his snout, and behind one of his ears, which he seemed to enjoy because his tongue lolled out to lick her.

      I snort-laughed at that. It was high praise, indeed, from the hellhound.

      “He likes you, Nicole.”

      She laughed gleefully. “Well, I love him. He’s adorable.”

      Adorable wasn’t a word I would use to describe a giant, three-headed monstrous hound, who could rip you apart with one blow of his taloned paw.

      “Can we get to the hall please? I’m starting to get a chill.” Cassandra’s body shuddered with the words. Drawing out my fire ability, I dried myself first, then touched her arm. Her clothes dried instantly, as did her hair, making her already curly strands even bouncier.

      “Thanks.”

      We walked into the dark cave, with both Nicole and I instantly creating balls of firelight in our respective hands, and lobbing them into the blackness. Twin spheres of fire bounced against the stone—one in each direction. Cerberus immediately bounded into the space, as if to play fetch with the orbs of flames.

      It wasn’t long before he returned with a fire ball in two of his mouths happily yipping with the third mouth.

      “You need to put those back, Cerberus. We need them to see where we are going,” I chided.

      Three sets of eyes narrowed at me, and I thought he was going to disobey, but he lopped back into the darkness. Seconds later, an orange glow cascaded in the distance, revealing the looming metal doors to the hall beyond the luminance.

      When we got closer, my heart started to hammer against my ribs. My throat grew tight as I raised my fist and knocked. The metallic thud echoed all around us. It was mere seconds before the door slowly swung open and a puff of air blew over us, carrying an aromatic, fiery scent that hit me in the gut.

      It was the smell of home.

      I walked into the hall, my gaze flitting everywhere, searching for any hint that Hades still existed here—although, deep down, I knew he didn’t. The flames along the edges of the floor bent toward me, as if they remembered who I was. It was strange to be here, in a place I knew so well, but was also foreign to me now.

      From the open door to the left, that I knew to be the dining room, a figure floated out in a long black robe to greet me. I turned toward the skeletal butler with a grin so wide that it nearly cracked my face.

      “Charon!” I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his barely there body. His bones literally cracked with the hug.

      “Mistress, Melany. It is good to see you again.”

      Still grinning at him, I pulled back. “I’ve missed you.”

      “You as well.”

      “Is, ah… is…?” Too nervous to say his name, I just gestured to the library door.

      “Hecate is not here. Something happened to the portals, so she went to investigate.”

      “Yes, right. Hecate.” Disappointed, I nodded.

      “All the portals have been shut down,” Cassandra informed. “Something is going on at the academy.”

      When I turned to look at Nicole, she was happily gaping at the skeletal butler. “You have the coolest friends, Melany.”

      Snorting, I shook my head at her. “Do you mind if we look around, Charon?”

      “Of course not. This was your home.”

      Was.

      He was right though. This wasn’t my home any longer, as I wasn’t supposed to be here anymore.

      “What are we looking for?” Cassandra asked.

      “Anything that could help us defend the academy, I guess.” I started toward the library, not stopping when both Cassandra and Nicole began asking a million questions. “Figure it out.” I waved dismissively at them.

      My hand shook once I reached for the door handle of the library, turned it, and opened it wide. Taking a few steps inside, I inhaled deeply, hoping to catch the scent of whiskey, wine, and the purely male smell that Hades always carried with him—a mixture of musk and earth. All I smelled was wine, and the dusty odor of books neglected on the shelves. Obviously, Hecate was not much of a reader, like Hades had been.

      After I did a quick loop around the room, finding nothing of interest or importance, I walked across the gleaming, black and white tiled corridor to my old room. Inside, I found everything had changed. The bed was still in the same spot, but the rest had been rearranged and redecorated. Hecate must’ve taken my room to be her own. I didn’t blame her, but still, a spark of anger buzzed through me at the intrusion.

      I neared the bed, the sheets and blanket were now a dark blue and not the black and burgundy that Hades had favored for me. On the bedside table, a few burnt candles sat, wax drippings all over the top, and a half full cup of tea. Curious to what she drank, I picked it up to sniff it, but it slipped from my hand and fell onto the floor.

      “Shit.”

      Bending down, I swiftly tried to retrieve the cup, when a vibration surged over my hand. It was coming from under the bed. Dropping onto my stomach, I lifted the bed skirt, and formed a small ball of fire in my hand so I could see in the darkness. Something solid sat there, though I wasn’t quite sure what it was. Extending my arm, I grabbed it.

      It was the Helm of Darkness that Hades had made for me.

      “Find anything of interest?” Nicole asked as she walked across the room toward me.

      “I did.” Standing, I held up the helmet so she could see it. “It’s my invisibility helmet.”

      An excited smile curved her lips. “Awesome.”

      I did share her enthusiasm at having found it, but I wasn’t quite sure how it would help us. Something drew me to it, though. I just hoped it was because it would be useful in the coming battle, and not because it still possessed fragments of Hades’s essence on it, and I was behaving like a lovesick fool.

      “We should go,” she suggested.

      Cradling the helmet between my hands, I remembered when Hades gave it to me as a gift. My heart squeezed at the memory.

      “Are you all right?” Her eyes narrowed.

      I nodded. “Quit fussing over me. I’m good.”

      “Okay. Now let’s get to the tunnel, because I’m going to figure out how to get us back to the right timeline and make a difference.”
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      NICOLE

      Melany glared at me, her eyebrows knitting together. “What do you mean the right timeline?”

      “Well, we can’t go to the academy in the current time because we might literally run into ourselves. That would change the future again, because in our past, we never saw ourselves. So, since it didn’t happen then, it can’t happen now. Make sense?” I wasn’t even sure that it made sense to me.

      “No.”

      “Regardless, we need to go.” Now that we were close to getting back to the academy, a sense of urgency surged through me. We needed to get moving, right now.

      I turned and walked out of the room, assuming Melany would follow me. Hoping she would. She looked like she was about to break back there. Honestly, I knew we could never have stopped her from coming here, but I was certain it had been bad idea. Despite the fact that I got to meet and pet the infamous, three-headed Underworld monster—who was basically just a giant silly puppy, and that was super cool—I didn’t think this unscheduled stop helped Melany’s state of mind one bit.

      Once we met up with Cassandra in the hallway, I looked to her for support.

      “Did you guys find anything?”

      “Melany found her invisibility helmet. Could be helpful when the time comes.” Maybe. It had certainly made her happy, which I guessed was something.

      Cassandra frowned, clearly not following. “When the time comes for what?”

      “I think we need to come to terms with the idea that we might be facing a war no matter what we do.” I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath. War. Always war. It was tiresome. “I can try to get us as close to the crucial moments as possible, but I can’t promise it’s always going to work. I’m not a machine.”

      Frustration built inside me, as well as concern. My powers, while potent, weren’t actually precise. I couldn’t always get us to the exact moment in time that we needed to be. Sometimes, it felt like dumb luck taking us anywhere. A fake it till you make it kind of situation.

      She grabbed my hand. “We know you’re doing your best. It’s not fair that it all seems to land on you.” Cassandra shook her head angrily. “Some days I wish we could all just be normal. Just live our lives without always having to save the world.”

      “Me too.” I hadn’t realized how much I really wished that until she said it out loud. A normal life, with Cade, with my friends, and without being thrown from crisis to crisis. I couldn’t even fathom what that would be like.

      My attention went to Melany, who was nodding along with us, her brow furrowed. I could tell that she, too, was having a hard time picturing that existence.

      “Maybe after all of this, we’ll get a chance to do that,” I offered, although I didn’t have high hopes that it was even possible at this point. Still, the idea seemed to give us all the jolt we needed to get moving.

      When we reached the doors to leave, Charon floated over to Melany again, and she stopped to talk to him.

      “Have you seen Lord Hades while you were away?”

      With a sad arc to her lips, she nodded. Clearly, she was putting on a brave face, but I knew she was struggling with a broken heart. “I was with him every day.”

      “Does he miss me?”

      Melany gave him a small smile. “More than you know. Every time he can’t ever get the Crème Brule right for our dessert he says, ‘Charon would make it perfectly if he were here.’”

      I nearly laughed at that, it was an odd thing to say, but it seemed to satisfy Charon. With a nod, he set a skeletal hand onto Melany’s arm. “If you see him again, tell him I miss him too.”

      “I will, Charon.”

      He waved at us after we walked out the doors. “Good luck.”

      Then the doors swung shut behind us with a loud thunk.

      Cerberus accompanied us back to the river with Melany riding on top of him. It was obvious how much he loved her, and she him, so perhaps she needed some bonding time with her dog. Something about the creature’s presence sanded down the jagged edges of her personality without eradicating them, and I supposed any good bond should—enhance but not erase.

      Once we reached the River Styx, Cerberus carried us over and deposited us on the other side.

      I patted all three of his noses when he bent down to say goodbye, laughing softly as he slurped me with one of his tongues after another. “See you, mate.”

      Cassandra didn’t pet him; she still seemed a bit frightened of him, eyeing him warily from a few feet away.

      Getting down from his neck, Melany hugged each of his muzzles, kissing his velvety noses in turn. I tried not to look at her while she said goodbye, because it was making my eyes sting with tears, and I wasn’t a crier. His whines rose when she finally let go of him, sorrow shining in his big doggy eyes, but thankfully, Cerberus didn’t follow us when we returned to the tunnel. Melany didn’t glance over her shoulder at him, even when he let out three ground shaking barks.

      After we were able to return to the fork, we resumed our path toward the academy. With our footsteps pounding along the tunnel, Melany assured us we’d eventually reach an enclave that would then lead us to the upper most forge in Hephaistos’s smithy.

      Yet, as we entered the enclave, I made everyone stop. “Okay, so now I need to find the right timeline for us to go to.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Cassandra’s voice was filled with suspicion.

      “I’m going to keep jumping back and forth until I find it, then I’ll come for you.” It would be like trying to extricate a single thread in the middle of an intricate weaving, nearly impossible, but I was determined.

      “Nic, we shouldn’t split up.” Cassandra rubbed her temples.

      “I’m not going to be able to concentrate if I have to worry about you two. I’ll be okay, Cass, I promise.” I did my best to smile reassuringly, but she didn’t look convinced. Hell, I didn’t feel confident about this strategy either, and still, I had to try something.

      “What if you don’t make it back?” she asked.

      “Then go into the forge, hide there until you see us disappear, then hope like hell that Cade got the message and they will make it back here.”

      “And what if they don’t?” Melany’s voice startled me a little. She’d been so quiet on our way here that I’d almost forgotten she was with us.

      “Well, in that case, I guess you’ll need to prepare the academy for war. I have no doubt you’ll be able to do that. Everyone will be stoked that you’ve returned.”

      Cassandra pulled me into a tight embrace, tinged with the soothing coolness of her healing calmness. “I know you can do it. I believe in you.”

      “Thanks.” Moving a few steps away from them, so I didn’t accidentally bring them along on my time trip, I made sure to keep my distance. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll see you in a few minutes, or in a few hours. Or maybe, I’ll see you yesterday, or tomorrow.”

      “Just concentrate on the task at hand.”

      With a resolute nod to Cassandra, and taking in some deep breaths, I closed my eyes to picture the forge at the exact moment that we’d left. I thought about the sounds, smells, and the feel of that moment. The metallic scent that thrived there, which I also associated with Cade, was something familiar that I could grab hold of, and almost taste it on the back of my tongue. As I focused on the air around me, I kept it firmly in my mind’s eye, thinning out the thread of time so I could jump through it.

      A vibration awoke around me, until I could feel the now familiar pull of time and space. My eyes opened just as I was sucked into the blindingly white void and then spat out onto the other side, which seemed to be the forge—right near the door to Hephaistos’s private rooms.

      I waited a moment, glancing around to gauge the situation. Had I done it on the first try? That seemed impossible, but if there was a time for miracles it would be now. Voices suddenly came from the top platform that had the dragon forge, and knew I was most definitely in a different timeline.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I crouched down next to the tables in the corner. Cade came down the stone stairs with Hephaistos, the familiar cadence of his steps echoing in my heartbeat.

      “You’re too young to get hitched,” Hephaistos complained in his usual gruff manner.

      “I’m not asking her to marry me.” Cade’s tone was defensive, and I could just picture the stubborn set of his chin. “But to be, ah, bonded together. That’s what the rings will signify.”

      “Sounds like a marriage.” Hephaistos shook his head. “Take it from me, young one, you don’t want to get married too soon to just anyone.”

      “Nicole isn’t just anyone, you know that. She’s the most special woman in the world.”

      Those welling tears rolled down my cheeks, and I wiped at them, finding it hard to breathe. When had Cade done this, and why hadn’t I known? We were usually joined at the hip. He was a sneaky one to have coordinated it behind my back, and oh, how I wanted this with every fiber of my being.

      As he stepped off the last stair, I had to stop myself from running over there and jumping on him. I dug my nails into the palm of my hand to keep my focus on the task at hand. When he walked by, I swallowed my heart, praying to all the Gods that he’d get a chance to give me that ring. He turned his head slightly to look at Hephaistos, and when he did, I noticed a scar along his cheek and down the side of his neck.

      Holy shit! Had I jumped into the future again? If I had, did that mean we managed to change the future? That the war didn’t happen? Something gave Cade that scar, but at least he was alive.

      The moment they left the forge, I stood and went back to the exact spot where I’d appeared. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on getting back to Cassandra and Melany in the enclave. It would be safer for me to coordinate my jumps from a singular point, instead of jumping from one place to the next all willy-nilly.

      I pictured their faces, and the icy cold, wet stone of the enclave, then thinned the air around me. The jump back was quick, and I materialized right next to Cassandra, making her jump a mile.

      Her hand flew to her chest. “Gods! You scared me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Did you make it back there?”

      I shook my head.

      “Where did you go?”

      “The future again, I think.”

      “Was the academy still standing?” Melany asked from where she’d been leaning against one wall, the metal helm still clutched in her hands.

      “Yup, and I saw Cade. He was alive.”

      Cassandra’s face lit up, and she grabbed onto my arm. “That means we changed the future, right? That we stopped the war.”

      “I don’t know for sure. Maybe.” I shrugged. I didn’t want to get her hopes up. Hell, I didn’t want to get mine up either. “I’m going to try again.”

      With a hurried nod, Cassandra backed away from me.

      Once more, I focused on that exact spot in the forge. To the moment that Melany and I mingled our power to make the jump out of the academy. Eyes falling closed, I squeezed them hard, thinking even harder, until the air started to thin and vibrate, rushing over my body. The pull came swiftly, like I was being sucked through a straw, then it stopped.

      When my eyelids lifted, I caught a few wisps of shadow dissipating across from me, and I swore I saw a quick flash of the back of my head as Melany, Cassandra, and I vanished into the ether.

      I had done it! I’d arrived at the exact moment we left. Now, I just had to get the other two back here.

      The jump back to the enclave was a lot easier this time. I popped in, grabbing Cassandra’s and Melany’s hands without giving them any time to think or say anything, and jumped us right back to the forge. Again, the last few wisps of Melany’s shadows and a lightning quick snap of the back of my head greeted us.

      Cassandra immediately turned, wrapping her arms around me. “I knew you’d get us back safely.”

      I hugged her too, appreciating the love she’d given me over the past year or so. She was a good friend. As I pulled back, I looked over at Melany to make sure she was okay. Meeting my gaze, she offered me a curt nod, then moved over to the stone steps leading up to the main forge and sat down.

      Now, we just had to wait and see if the others would return.

      If they didn’t, we’d have to prepare the academy for war.
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      CADE

      We had no idea where the tunnel was leading us, just that we were getting out of Pecunia. Just when it seemed to go on forever in one direction, it turned, then it turned again, until we came to a steep set of stairs that looked like they were made out of some kind of illuminant metal. The moment my gaze landed on them and I realized what they were made of, I knew exactly where they would take us.

      “It leads to Olympus.”

      “What?” Mia gasped. “No way. How do you know that?”

      “There is a similar set of stairs in Prometheus Hall that leads to a door there.”

      “How do you know this?” Marek asked with an incredulous look on his face. There was a dark set of marks blooming across his neck, left there by the golden rope that I cut off him. Every now and then, he would rub his throat, and I wondered if he still felt the magic sizzling along his skin.

      “Because I lived in Olympus for over a year. I basically kept the place running. I know what the entrances and exits look like.”

      “How is this going to get us to the academy?” Ren asked.

      “We can take the door and stairs Cade just mentioned, from Olympus and back to Prometheus’s Hall.” Lucian answered for me.

      “Yup.”

      Since I’d had the most experience with Olympus, everyone decided I should go up first. That made sense, as there might be a door we would need to open to gain entrance. Not that I had an eternal key to the doors to the sacred mountain, but I did know how to pick a lock.

      Since the staircase was too narrow for any of us to fly, I started up the stairs with Mia helping Rosie behind me, Ren and Marek followed, while Lucian was last. The higher we climbed, the brighter it became, as if we were getting closer and closer to the sun. I supposed that in some ways we were. Eventually, the law of physics stopped working, as we theoretically climbed one hundred feet into the sky on a set of stairs.

      At the top there was, indeed, a door. It was a tall, luminous door, made of a see through, metallic material that felt as smooth as silk as I pressed my hand against it. The power of all the Gods thrummed behind it, stirring over my palm. There was no handle, but there was a lock.

      I pressed my fingers to the lock, feeling the metallic properties of it while attuning my power. At first, I didn’t think anything was going to happen, but then there was an audible click, and the door slowly swung inwards. Part of me wondered if, somehow, the magic in it recognized me as one of Olympus’s caretakers. Regardless, I was relieved that it opened.

      Light so bright that you wouldn’t dare look into it flooded the open doorway, forcing us to shield our eyes as we stepped over the threshold one by one. For a second, there was only light and air, nothing else, then I stepped out onto grass so green that it looked artificial.

      Just like the door from the academy to Olympus, this one also opened into the garden. It was bright and sunny amidst the blooming flowers, flourishing trees, and chirping birds from their branches. A brook meandered through the land, bubbling pleasantly. It was perfect in the garden. A paradise.

      One of the Hours, Mesembria, waved to me as I walked along the cobblestone path through the flower beds. Her bright yellow dress and yellow hair fluttered slightly in the gentle breeze, made fragrant by the lavender and freesia grown here.

      “Hello, Cade,” she greeted with a smile.

      “Hi, Mesembria. Is everything well here in Olympus?”

      She nodded. “Why, yes. Of course. What could possibly be wrong?”

      Obviously, she’d forgotten about the time when the Corpse King invaded this place and kidnapped all the Hours, taking them to his underground cave so he could destroy the world. Some days, I wished I could forget that too, as well as all the other horrible things that had happened in the world.

      “Just checking.”

      Her attention traveled past me to Lucian and the others; she smiled. “Hello, welcome to Olympus.”

      They all returned her greeting while Mia gaped at our surroundings. “This place is paradise.”

      “It is. It was made that way.” I searched the edge of the garden for the other door. The one that would take us to the academy.

      “Can anyone come to live here?” Mia asked.

      For a moment, I thought about it, realizing I didn’t really know. I’d lived here to take care of the machinery that helped keep it perfect, and Iris had stayed here to convalescence during her healing. There were a few Gods who lived here permanently, important Demigods, and other deities, but I didn’t know if the average Demigod could just come and go.

      “I’m not sure, to be honest.”

      “I always thought this was our reward after going through all the trials,” Lucian admitted.

      “You’d think that after all the times we’ve saved the world, we would be able to rest here.” Ren touched one of the fig trees that grew tall and abundant near us.

      They both had great points, but I didn’t know what to say to them. There were a lot of flaws with how the academy was run, and how it treated the recruits that came to train and serve in the army. How many years did we have to serve to be rewarded? Forever?

      After another scan of the garden, I spotted the door that would take us back to the academy, pointing toward it. “There. Let’s get back and get Rosie to Chiron. We can have a philosophical conversation about all of this later. We have more pressing matters.”

      I waved goodbye to Mesembria because it was the polite thing to do. All the Hours thrived on ceremony and manners. Then led the group to the door. It wasn’t ever locked from this side, so I opened it, and we all went through, stepping out onto the highest platform in Prometheus’s Hall.

      Taking hold of Rosie, we all flew down to the bottom, and marched down Prometheus’s Hall to the other side of the academy and the infirmary; I still carried her. There was no discussion whether we should split up to find Prometheus and take care of Rosie. Rosie was our collective concern. Other issues still churned in my mind, like all the things we needed to do to prepare for a possible war with the mortals, but I needed to see Rosie in good hands. It was the one thing we had control over right now.

      When I walked into the infirmary, Chiron was in the process of fixing a girl’s broken arm. Catching sight of us from over his shoulder, he quickly finished what he was doing, gave her a vial of some potion, and sent her on her way.

      Concerned, he cantered across the room toward us. “What happened?”

      As gentle as possible, I lay Rosie down on one of the examination tables. “We had to cut her wings to free her from a magical net.”

      Chiron immediately did an inspection of her wounds, clucking his tongue as he did.

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      After a final look over her wings, he nodded. “She’ll heal. You did well with what healing tools you had.”

      “Mia did most of the work.”

      Offering Mia a respectful nod, Chiron set to work to fix Rosie. “Good thing you got back when you did. We weren’t sure if you’d make it.”

      “We?”

      He gestured toward the door.

      I turned just as Nicole ran inside the room, not stopping until she crashed against my chest. My arms wrapped tightly around her, and I pressed my face into her hair, breathing her in deeply. My eyes shut closed at the well of emotions that rushed over me. Up until that moment, I hadn’t realized that I thought I might not ever see her again.

      “I wasn’t sure you were going to get my message,” she whispered.

      “I got it.”

      Pulling back a little, I cupped her face and kissed her long and hard, not caring who was watching or what they thought. I kissed Nicole with everything I was or was ever going to be, and I vowed right there and then that I would never be without her.

      When we parted, I glanced over her shoulder to find that Lucian and Cassandra reunited in the same manner we had. It was antiquated, but it felt like we were men home from war, which was stupid because the war hadn’t even really started yet.

      Still, I suspected the worst was to come.

      Nicole’s attention traveled over Ren, Mia, Marek, and Rosie being doctored on the table, and she frowned. “Where is everyone else?”

      “They were captured by the mortals,” I confessed, feeling the harsh sting of that reality.

      Her eyes widened. “How?”

      “They had special weapons. Weapons made by Godly hands.”

      “One or more Gods are helping them,” Lucian added.

      “Shit.” Her gaze went to one of the infirmary beds. “Where’s Iris?”

      “I don’t know. Why do you need to see Iris?”

      “I’ll explain later, but we need to find her—”

      “Oh, my Gods!” Mia’s eyes went as wide as saucers when she looked toward the door.

      Ren had the same expression.

      “Oh, yeah. I should probably tell you…” Grabbing my arm, Nicole moved a bit so I could see what was shocking our friends.

      “Melany?!” Mia took a step forward just as a girl dressed in black, with blue hair, and a scarred face, walked all the way into the room.

      Hearing the name, Lucian whipped around, the look of shock, wonder, and pain on his face so powerful that it punched me in the gut. Tears immediately started to roll down his cheeks as he lifted a hand toward her, but paused, unsure of what to do.

      I’d only seen pictures of her, and of course, the statue in Pecunia’s town square, but seeing her in person, feeling the power vibrating off her, I understood what all the fuss was about. The Dark Angel of Pecunia had a fierce presence.

      “What did you do?” I whispered to Nicole.

      She made a “who me” face. “Why do you think I had anything to do with it?”

      “Did you?” My eyes narrowed at her.

      Her bottom lip puckered in a pout. “Maybe.”

      “Does Prometheus know about her?”

      “We haven’t been able to find him. He kind of disappeared after all the portals closed.”

      That fact was very concerning. Where would Prometheus go at a time like this, when he was needed at the academy?

      Lucian took another step toward Melany. “How is this possible?”

      “Hey, Lucian.” Her lips twitched up into a half smile, though a well of emotions also shone in her eyes. She looked almost embarrassed to be alive again.

      Then he breached the distance between them, and gathered her in his arms. “Oh, Gods. I can’t believe it.”

      Everyone in the room was in awe of Melany’s arrival. Most everyone had tears, the only exception being Cassandra. She looked as if she’d been stabbed in the heart, and seeing how Lucian wept into Melany’s shoulder, maybe she had.

      Not that it was any of my business, but I just hoped her shocking, unexpected arrival didn’t throw Lucian a curve ball so hard and fast that it incapacitated him. Now more than ever, we needed him to lead this defense of the academy.
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      MELANY

      Silence stretched while I walked through the halls of the academy with Nicole and Cassandra in search of Iris. We were all a bit subdued by the earlier reunion—Cassandra in particular, but I didn’t blame her. Honestly, I had been overwhelmed by Lucian’s reaction to seeing me again. I supposed I shouldn’t have been. I mean, I had been dead, or at least, everyone had thought I was dead for the past three years.

      Lucian had seen me die, disintegrate before his eyes, and then, surprise! Here I am, standing in front of him and saying something extremely lame, like “Hey”.

      It was no wonder he lost his mind. Surely, I would have too if the roles had been reversed. I just didn’t like how it put Cassandra and me at odds because I considered her a friend, a dear friend, and never wanted to hurt her for any reason.

      Maybe tell her that, dummy. For some reason my voice in my head sounded like Hades. It had his aristocratic accent. I will, when the time is right.

      After explaining to the guys how I was even here—what little we understood about it—and everything we’d learned, we extracted ourselves from the infirmary with the goal of tracking down Iris, which proved very difficult.

      Nicole had to promise she wouldn’t leave the grounds without telling Cade first, something I found a bit possessive but didn’t comment on it. I was surprised that he didn’t join our party to keep his eye on her. Instead, Lucian insisted that they needed to find Prometheus—who had been suspiciously absent through all of this—and to talk to the other Gods to prepare the academy for a possible invasion.

      Knowing that all of this was happening was because of Revana’s death, and my inability to save her, was a punch in the gut. I was still having trouble processing it. Then Lucian told me that my friends, Jasmine and Georgina, were being held captive with a few others, to possibly use them as soldiers for the mortals with the help of Aphrodite’s golden rope…Well, that had been doubly hard to process.

      “Where do you think Iris would go?” I asked Nicole once we rounded the corner toward the dining hall. My stomach growled, reminding me that I needed to refuel.

      “I’m not completely sure. I thought she’d still be in the infirmary.”

      “When old Iris said, ‘stop her’, who do you think she was talking about?”

      “Not sure of that either, but last time I saw her here she’d been acting strange—well, stranger than usual. I heard her talking to someone, except no one was there when I looked. At first, I thought maybe she was having a conversation with herself.” Nicole tapped her temple. “Now we know she was talking to someone.  The question remains, how? Were they just invisible? And most importantly, who is it?”

      “Maybe a God or Demigod getting information?” It was possible. Demigods and the other creatures that lived here had a varying array of abilities. Personally, I hadn’t known of anyone with the power of invisibility, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      Before we marched past the dining hall, I stopped at the open doors. “I got to eat before we continue. Aren’t you guys hungry?”

      “Yeah, I could eat.” Nicole glanced at Cassandra, who’d been silent and distracted since we left the infirmary. “Cass?”

      She nodded. “Sure.”

      When we walked into the hall the entire room went silent, and every head turned toward us. I guessed they were all looking at me—the girl who was back from the dead.

      Halting abruptly, Nicole looked around the room. “Ah, maybe I’ll just go get you something. A burger and some fries?”

      A bit too overwhelmed in that moment to respond, I just nodded, deciding to stand near the doors while Nicole went to get our food. Before Cassandra could join her, I grabbed her arm. “Hey, I’d like to say a few things.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “I value you as a friend, and I would never do anything to hurt you, you know that, right?”

      Chewing on her bottom lip, she gave me a little shrug.

      Taking her hand, I called her gaze to my eyes. “Lucian and I will always be friends. Always. But we aren’t meant to be together. You two are. I know you don’t always see it, but I do.”

      After another few seconds, she nodded again. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She left me to join Nicole in the food lineup, and I went back to standing there, awkwardly. If I were back home, I would’ve pulled out my cell phone as an excuse, since it was always a useful way to avoid connecting with the world. I could’ve easily avoided eye contact, but as it was, the best I could do was to look down at my boots and consider replacing them. Maybe I should have just turned around and walked out of the hall to wait in the corridor.

      On some level though, that felt like I was running away, and I wasn’t someone who did that. I wasn’t a coward.

      As I stood there, kicking at invisible rocks on the floor, I heard the whispers that rushed through the room from a bunch of recruits I didn’t know. Some of them looked too young to be here at the academy, training to be soldiers. My gut churned as I looked at them.

      “I can’t believe it’s her.”

      “Maybe she really wasn’t dead. It was a trick.”

      “She’s going to lead us into battle.”

      A few uncomfortable minutes ticked by, before two people I knew well walked up to me.

      “So the rumors are true.” Dionysus’s smile was infectious, so I returned it. “Look what the cat dragged in.” He reached for my arms and pulled me in for a hug.

      I was surprised by it, but I sagged against him anyway.

      When he pulled back, he looked me up and down. “You’re going to have to teach us this trick. Coming back from the dead is some powerful magic, and I want it.”

      “You’ll have to talk to Nicole about that. She pulled me out of my… afterlife.”

      Once it was Demeter’s turn to hug me, I inhaled the scent of fresh soil, incense, and weed that always wafted off her. She squeezed me tightly. “You are a delightful sight for sore eyes.”

      “Where’s Hades?” Dionysus asked when his gaze swept the area behind me. “Is he lurking about somewhere?”

      My brows furrowed. “Why would you ask that? You know he died.”

      Dionysus’s hand waved dismissively. “As did you, my dear. Knowing him, he would’ve found a way to be with you even in death. Surely, he’s looking for a way to reunite now that you’re here again. He’s the most stubborn and determined of us all, that’s for sure.”

      Was that true? Would Hades be searching for me, trying to find a way out of the afterlife to be with me?

      Suddenly feeling very nauseous, I licked my lips. I must’ve gone pale, as Demeter set her hand on my arm to steady me.

      “You don’t look so good.”

      “She just needs to eat something.” Nicole jumped to my side right then, shoving the wrapped hamburger into my hand. “It’s a cheeseburger, fully loaded. You’re not lactose intolerant are you?”

      I shook my head, thankful for the interruption to a conversation that was making both my head and heart ache.

      “Now that we’ve got snacks, we should go.” Nicole shoved some fries into her mouth. “Oh, have either of you seen Iris?”

      “Saw her heading to the maze earlier,” Dionysus replied. “She looked a bit more frizzled than usual.”

      “Was she alone?” Nicole asked.

      “Not sure. She was nattering away, but I didn’t actually see anyone with her.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      We were about to leave when Nicole turned back. “You two are going to fight with us, right? When the mortals come with their army?”

      Dionysus made a face. “There is no way a group of mortals can breach the academy. It would take a lot of power for that to happen. Power they do not possess.”

      “But what if they did have that kind of power?”

      “It would have to come from the very top. No mere Demigod could help. Not even most Gods would be able to pull a coup like that off.”

      Nicole frowned, as if she’d just had a bad thought.

      When we left and were heading to the maze, I asked her about it.

      She shrugged. “Not sure. Something’s bugging me though, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Like what?”

      “Dionysus is right. It can’t be just some regular old Demigod, or God even, who can close portals. All the portals. That would take a considerable amount of power. None of us could do it.”

      “Zeus could have,” I mused out loud.

      Nicole nodded. “Yup. Because he was in charge of this place.”

      Frowning, I stopped walking and really looked at her. “Are you suggesting Prometheus is behind this?”

      “Why would he do that?” Cassandra finally piped in next to us.

      “I don’t know why,” Nicole shrugged, “but it’s too much of a coincidence that no one can seem to locate him after the portals were initially closed.”

      “If he was behind this, why would he have sent Lucian and Cade to Pecunia to investigate the possible uprising?” The moment Cassandra finished her sentence, her eyes widened. It was obvious she’d answered her own question and didn’t like the answer. “He’d never send them to be captured. I don’t believe that.”

      Nicole lifted a hand defensively. “I’m not saying that… exactly.”

      “You’re saying something.” Cassandra shook her head.

      “Let’s just continue and find Iris. Maybe she’ll have some answers for us. Future Iris confessed to giving someone information, so she’s definitely talking to the enemy here and we need to find out who that is.”

      When we got to the maze, I took to the air to scout it, while Nicole and Cassandra walked through it. My first inclination was to go to the center, to the gazebo, but I wasn’t sure if that was because I thought Iris would be there, or because I was hoping Hades would be waiting for me there, like when we first met.

      After an initial flyover I didn’t see Iris, so I landed near the gazebo to satisfy my curiosity, just in case. The gazebo was empty. Hades wasn’t sitting there on one of the benches while strumming a guitar, looking like an emo rock star with good hair and wearing an expensive dark purple suit.

      Voices suddenly reached me from nearby, but it wasn’t Nicole and Cassandra. I moved quietly across the grass, past the stone benches, to the thick clumping of bushes right before the first turn in the maze. Backing against the foliage, I peered around the corner to find Iris, hands frantically fluttering around—she was arguing.

      “I’ve told you everything I know. I showed you where the artifacts were kept. I showed you the portals. That should be enough.” Her voice shook a little before she took a couple of steps backward, her eyes widening. “No. I don’t want revenge anymore. I want to move on.”

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t see who she was arguing with, but she was definitely afraid of whoever that was. She looked like she was being physically threatened. Despite the fact that Iris had endangered the academy, I believed she’d done it under duress, and no one deserved to be threatened like that.

      I stepped around the bushes. “Iris? Are you okay?”

      Her head whipped around in surprise. “Melany! How did you get back?”

      “Back from where?” I took another step toward her, eyeing the space next to her. Was her attacker there?

      Before she could answer, she was shoved into the bushes by some unseen force. The air nearby shimmered, and I swore it showed the profile of an older woman with golden skin, and long dark brown hair. A second later the glimpse vanished, and I questioned whether I’d really seen it or not.

      “Nicole! Cassandra! Whoever that is, she’s coming straight for you!”

      I turned back to Iris, but she’d already unfurled her wings, flying upwards before I could do anything. Besides that, I knew she wasn’t the enemy here. Whoever she’d been talking to was.

      “Sorry,” she called down to me, then was gone like a gunshot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NICOLE

      “Nicole! Cassandra! Whoever that is, she’s coming straight for you!”

      Melany’s voice rang loud and clear, she must’ve just been around the next corner of the maze, near the center. Cassandra and I stopped moving, spreading out to block the only path out of the maze—unless they had wings. It was obviously not Iris we were on the lookout for, but whoever she’d been talking to, and Melany said “she”, confirming what future Iris had told us.

      I stretched my arms to the sides, bracing for some kind of impact while Cassandra did the same. For someone else’s perspective, we probably looked like bloody idiots with our arms out like American football players, looking to tackle an opponent.

      We stayed like that for a few minutes, long enough for whoever was running through the maze to reach us, but nothing happened. Maybe Melany had been mistaken, or whoever she was had somehow already snuck past us. Or maybe, she had stopped moving and was planning to outwait us.

      “Stay here,” I told Cassandra as I started to slowly step forward.

      Understanding what I was planning to do, Cassandra moved over and spread her arms wider.

      My hands reached out and swung back and forth as I took a step forward, to the right, then to the left. Obviously, I was at a huge disadvantage, because whoever this was could see me creeping about, looking like an idiot, and could anticipate where I was going to move next. Still, I had to keep trying. We were so close to finding out who was really behind all of this.

      I took another step forward, swiveling my arms back and forth. With the next step, a familiar scent wafted to my nose. Figs, lavender, and other earthy aromas that reminded me of ancient worlds. I’d smelled it before, when jumping through time. It was strongest in two places—when we found Dionysus in the woods and took him to the nymph village, and when I took Prometheus to his home the night he was captured by Zeus and Ares for his transgression against the Gods.

      Turning my head slowly to the left, toward the edge of one of the hedges, I spotted the air shimmering just a little. It was enough to realize someone was there, hiding, waiting for me to pass by her. Hoping my movements didn’t announce it, I charged forward in that direction, my hands reaching for anything I could grab.

      At first, I grasped only air, but then my fingers brushed across a piece of fabric. It was soft, cotton perhaps. A fist connected with my face, the impact making me stumble back a bit. Determined to catch her, I launched forward, hand wrapping around an arm—a thin arm, definitely not a man’s.

      “Let go of me!” a soft and accented voice demanded.

      “Not a chance!” I pulled on her arm, and the air shimmered even more, giving me a glimpse of her face. Full and womanly, her golden skin shone with big brown eyes, a large, prominent nose, and long waves of dark brown hair cascading down a set of round shoulders that peeked from a pale-yellow robe.

      I’d seen her before.

      “Nemesis!” she shrieked.

      Wait, what? Was she calling me her nemesis? That didn’t make any sense.

      “Help me!” she screamed again.

      Before I could respond, the air vibrated near us. I turned my head to see a large woman with green, scaly skin, and lizard like face and eyes materialize from the hedge. She swiped at my arm with razor-like talons, slicing my skin easily until blood rushed to the surface and dribbled onto the grass.

      My grip on the woman’s arm faltered, and I fell back onto my ass. The green creature grabbed her, shooting into the sky with a set of huge, leathery wings unfolding from her back. Too stunned to react, I watched them fly away.

      Cassandra and Melany ran to my side, both looking to the sky, but only two dark dots were now visible in the distance.

      “What was that?” Cassandra asked, clearly meaning the green-skinned woman.

      “I’m pretty sure that was the Goddess, Nemesis,” I mumbled.

      “And who was the other woman?” Melany helped me to my feet.

      “Prometheus’s wife, Pryyha.”

      “What?” Cassandra gaped. “Are you sure?”

      “Wouldn’t she be long dead? She was mortal, wasn’t she?”

      I nodded to Melany. “Yeah. As far as I know, she was.”

      “Then, it can’t be her.”

      “Not unless she made a deal with one of the Gods,” I countered. “I mean, how many times have we seen that? A hundred? A thousand? Lycaon, the great king, made a deal with Zeus for riches beyond imagining, yet it wasn’t until he messed up that Zeus cursed him and his sons to turn into wolves. And we all know how that turned out.” I shuddered, just thinking about going through all of that again.

      “Where’s Iris?” Cassandra asked Melany, who shook her head.

      “She flew away.”

      “What are we going to do?” Cassandra asked.

      “We need to find the others and tell them about who we think is truly behind all of this. And we need to figure out what their next move is.” I rubbed at my temples, all of this was giving me a headache.

      “They’re going to open the portals for the mortal army,” Melany offered.

      My stomach clenched at the thought. “What makes you say that?”

      “I heard Iris say something about the portals.” She made a face. “It would make sense, right? What other reason do you build an army for, but to invade?”

      She was right.

      I didn’t want to believe it, but everything that had happened was boiling down to this fact—there was going to be a war, and it would be fought here, at the academy, for the fate of us all.

      We flew back to the school to search for Cade and Lucian. We found them on the east-side training field, in front of a crowd of our friends, new recruits, and a few Demigods, like Medusa, Bellerophon, and Athena. It didn’t surprise me that none of the other Gods had joined them.

      Hephaistos was probably brooding in his forge, Dionysus and Demeter were getting drunk and high somewhere in Demeter’s garden, and Poseidon was who knew where. I honestly hadn’t seen him since my training days. Some people said that since both his brothers died, not that he had love for either of them, he spent more and more time in the lake, under the water with the kraken—and Prometheus was still noticeably absent.

      When we landed, Cassandra put me down again, and Cade immediately came to me.

      He hugged me close, then pulled back to notice my arm was bleeding. “What happened?”

      “Met up with a real nasty piece of work, named Nemesis.” I grimaced at the blood. I’d managed to tie a strip of my shirt around the wound, but it was deep enough that I was likely going to need some stitches.

      “You saw Nemesis?” Athena asked, approaching us.

      It surprised me that she did, because she was usually extremely standoffish and didn’t mingle with anyone. Still, I nodded. “She’s behind the uprising in Pecunia, I believe.”

      “She feeds off hate and vengeance,” Athena explained. “It fuels her power. But she would need willing participants to be able to create something at this scale.”

      When Lucian, Ren, Mia, and Marek joined our little party, I told them about who I thought might be one of those willing participants—Prometheus’s wife.

      Stunned, Lucian shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

      “It might explain his absence,” I continued, though there were a couple of incredulous looks on their faces. “Maybe he decided he wanted justice for his suffering after all…”

      “I do not believe Prometheus would allow a war to happen. He’d never want for recruits and innocent mortals to be killed,” Athena insisted.

      “Then, where is he?” I gestured to the field. “He knew the portals were closed. We were with him in the cave, and then he mysteriously disappeared.”

      “Maybe he realized what was happening, and who was behind it,” Cade began, “so he went to talk some sense into his wife and—”

      “And Nemesis incapacitated him?” I didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but it all just seemed so impossible. “You didn’t see what losing his wife and family did to him. I did. He was taken away from her, and he never saw her again. Now, three thousand years later, she coincidentally shows up here with vengeance on her mind? You can’t tell me he wouldn’t do anything for her. I saw it in his eyes. He’d die a thousand deaths for Pryyha. I think he’d even sacrifice everything for her.”

      “I hope you’re wrong, Nicole. I really do.” Athena’s hand settled over my wound and a soft, warm yellow glow emanated from her touch. The tingling warmth started along my skin, seeping deep into my flesh. She held her hand there for a minute, and when she took it away, the cut had knitted closed. All that was left was a thin pink line that would probably fade in a few days—I’d forgotten how potent Athena’s power was.

      I rolled my shoulder and arm. “Thanks.”

      “So, what should we do?” Lucian asked.

      “Prepare for war,” Melany announced, looking like someone who’d already been at war, while the rest twiddled our thumbs, trying to sort it all.

      “I suspect they’re going to open the portals at any time now,” I added. “We need to be ready for an attack.”

      “They’re coming from Pecunia, so it would make sense that they’ll use the portal in Kios.” Lucian glanced at all the people gathered on the field. Most seemed eager, wondering what their orders would be, yet others, like the new recruits, appeared terrified.

      “The dryad portal has been destroyed,” Melany informed them, “so they can’t use that one.”

      “I should destroy the doors into Olympus too.” Cade grabbed my hand and squeezed. “They might not know those portals exist, but we can’t take the chance. If Iris knew, then she may have told someone.”

      “I don’t think Iris knew exactly where it was, but you’re right, we shouldn’t take the chance.”

      Glancing at everyone around us, Lucian took charge. “Okay, Cade, you go close those doors. The rest of us need to arm ourselves and prepare everyone else for what’s to come. The newer recruits haven’t gone through all their training yet, so I don’t know how effective they’re going to be.”

      “Arm them with the best shields Hephaistos has made, and keep them behind everyone else as back up. If the mortals break through our ranks, then instruct them to surrender.”

      I knew not everyone was going to like my answer, but I didn’t want to see a bunch of kids get killed for something they had nothing to do with. Some of this was really old vengeance, the other, not so old. My attention went to Melany, and I wondered what she was thinking. All of this couldn’t be easy on her.

      “You’re right,” Lucian conceded. “If we fail, it wouldn’t be right for them to pay the price.”

      Ren patted him on the back. “We just won’t fail.”

      Lucian nodded, and was about to return to the troops and instruct everyone, when a scream pierced the air.

      “They’re here!” One of the new recruits pointed into the air.

      We all whipped around, confused, and shocked to see Jia, Charlotte, and Ezra flying in from the direction of the cave—armed and ready to fight. I didn’t see Jasmine or Georgina yet, and wondered if they were being kept back as reinforcements. Behind them, on the ground, marched a squadron of mortal men in black fatigues. It wasn’t quite an army, but it would be enough to hurt a lot of people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      CADE

      We aren’t ready!

      The thought seemed to ring in our heads as everyone on the field went into instant scramble mode.

      Lucian ran back toward the recruits, shouting at them to get their shields up, and to fall back. Ren, Marek, and a few of the past academy graduates immediately flew toward the clouds, ready to defend, hands filled with fire, water, swords and bows. Mia hesitated before taking to the air, and I wondered if she was thinking about the prospect of fighting Jasmine when she finally showed. .

      Both Medusa and Bellerophon rose in the air too, weapons drawn, and ready to fight. They were fearsome to see, and I imagined the mortals were quaking in their combat boots. Melany flew up next to them.

      “Don’t injure our people!” she shouted. “They’re being controlled by Aphrodite’s golden rope.”

      It was unclear if they heard her or were just ignoring her. The latter wouldn’t have surprised me because Medusa, especially, was not much of a team player, but I’d heard that Melany earned their respect in the past, so they backed off a little.

      I grabbed Nicole’s hand. “Don’t take any risks. I won’t be able to deal if you—”

      “I’ll be good, mate. I got skills.” She gave me one of her quirky smiles.

      “I’ll stay on the ground with you. We can fight together.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “While the others are fighting above us, we can try to take out the troops on the ground.”

      “You’re part of the ground crew, okay?” Nicole grasped Cassandra’s arm. “If we can somehow find Mark and capture him, or talk to him, maybe we can end this sooner rather than later.”

      Together, we ran toward the front line of the mortal army while fire balls rained down from the sky. As did arrows. The fire was easy to dodge, but the arrows were a bit trickier. Part of me wished we’d thought of armor for everyone, yet there’d been no time.

      I snatched one of the shields that had been lying on the ground and lifted it as we ran, covering us. A few audible clunks reverberated, and my stomach churned thinking those arrows could’ve gone into our arms or legs.

      When we were about three hundred yards away—about two football fields—from the advancing army, we stopped. We needed to put up some barriers for the mortals. It was one thing to practice shooting on a shooting range with nothing in your way, it was a lot harder when chaos was happening around you from all angles.

      We’d all been trained in that type of chaos at the academy, they had not.

      Immediately, I called my fire into my hands. Nicole did too.

      “How far do you think we can send it?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. You go right, I’ll go left, maybe we can make a circle.”

      Crouching, I settled my hand into the grass, watching the blades instantly catch fire. I stood, the tips of my fingers still connected with the flames on the ground, and I started to run to the right, sweeping my arm as I went. Glancing over my shoulder as I sprinted, I noticed Nicole mimicking the same actions. Together, we constructed a semicircle of fire ten feet tall.

      “There, that should give them something to deal with before they can engage.”

      “I don’t have Georgina’s ground tearing ability, but I may be able to shift some rocks and dirt to make the field uneven and hard to walk on.” Cassandra settled onto the ground, and dug her hands into the dirt. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on pushing all her power into it.

      Because we couldn’t see beyond the fire wall, we couldn’t see it working, but I most definitely felt the vibrations in the ground. The satisfying shouts from the mortals in the distance soon reached us. Something was obviously going wrong on their side.

      Effectively blocking the insurgent’s advance, at least for the time being, I turned back to the battle going on above us. Melany, Lucian, Ren, Marek, Mia, Medusa, Bellerophon, and a couple others had surrounded Charlotte, Jia, and Ezra, trying to block their attacks without harming them in the process.

      Melany flew around the three of them in a circle, going faster and faster, as shadows and black mist enshrouded them. When she finished, she dove into the darkness. Seconds later, Charlotte fell to the ground across from us. She landed on one of her wings, crushing it. A scream ripped from her throat.

      Jia and Ezra had escaped Melany’s darkness prison and were back to flying around and shooting fire balls at those on the ground.

      I ran toward Charlotte while she was still struggling to get up, her one wing sagging limply to the side, coming at her fast to take her by surprise. I wrapped an arm around her neck from behind, and immediately unsheathed my dagger from my belt, slicing the golden rope that had been around her neck. The moment it was off, she stopped struggling, and turned toward me.

      Seeming dazed and confused, she rubbed her head. “What… what happened?”

      Nicole and Cassandra ran over to us after seeing I’d freed her. Cassandra put an arm around her, leading her back to where most of our people had gathered on the training field. I imagined she was being taken to Chiron to be healed.

      “Charlotte,” I called, “where are Jasmine and Georgina?”

      To our dismay, she just shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      I waved at them to keep going. The mortals were probably keeping those two as reinforcements, after being told that they were the more powerful of the Demigods they had captured. Or maybe they were holding them hostage as leverage if everything went poorly for them.

      Pointing to something across the field, Nicole grabbed my arm. “Look! It’s her. It’s Nemesis.”

      When my eyes followed her line of sight, I spotted the green-skinned Goddess watching the battle near the entrance to the woods that ran alongside the open field. Her wings were spread out, and she bounced from foot to foot, grinning manically as she observed Lucian and Ezra trade sword blows in the sky. One of her wings suddenly dropped, folding in on itself, and revealing the woman with long dark hair and a pale-yellow robe.

      It was Prometheus’s wife; I had no doubt now that I saw her.

      “We should go talk to her,” I suggested. “Maybe we can get her to call off Nemesis. Take her food source away, then we’d just have Mark and his insurgents to deal with.”

      “We could try.”

      Joining hands, we started walking toward them, but didn’t get very far before the ground started to shake. It was like the very air split apart. From the shimmer vibrating in front of us, a form materialized, and Prometheus stepped out of the rip in space.

      “Holy shit.”

      The Titan’s gaze swept over me for a second, then around the battle, until his laser-focused gaze landed on the spot where his wife stood with Nemesis. Without hesitation, he marched across the ground toward her, every step like thunder. As he crossed the field, others stopped to watch him.

      It was hard not to notice an eight-foot-tall Titan, who moved with such purpose and force that the very air vibrated around us. When he was about ten feet away from Nemesis and Pyrrha, he halted, lifting his arms into the air. “STOP!”

      Everyone did. Even the air seemed to respond to his command.

      My heart thundered so hard in my chest that I could barely take in a breath. I squeezed Nicole’s hand in mine, and when our eyes met, I found in her the same level of confusion and trepidation that I was feeling.

      “Pyrrha, you must end this. All these people don’t need to die.”

      His wife stepped forward. “They need to pay for what they did to me. To us. To our family.”

      “That was over three thousand years ago. Zeus is gone. Ares is gone. They were the ones who took me from you.”

      “No!” She pointed at him. “Your deeds did this. You put the needs of these mortals over your family. You were punished for taking something from the Gods and giving it to the common people. And they never thanked you for it.”

      “Pyrrha…” His hand stretched toward her.

      “And then, when you were released from Tartarus, you came here, to this place, instead of returning home to your family.”

      “I believed you to be long gone, my darling. I did not know you were turned into this.” He gestured to Nemesis.

      The Goddess’s smile was grotesque. Her image flickered in and out, then seemed to merge with his wife.

      Nicole gasped. “Oh, my Gods! Pyrrha and Nemesis are the same being.”

      “You can stop this, Pyrrha. Please, stop this! You are going to hurt so many people needlessly. I will go with you right now if you will release your hold on the mortals. I know it is you who has been feeding into their thirst for vengeance. I know that they do not do this on their own.”

      Nemesis/Pyrrha laughed, yet it was harsh and crackly, making it a bit painful to hear. “No. I will never let go. Their need for revenge and the hatred of those you serve gives me my power. I get stronger by the second. I will never give up this feeling.”

      Stretching her wings, she flapped them once. It almost appeared like she’d grown. A bit taller, a bit wider. Nemesis was becoming more creature like, and Pyrrha seemed to be disappearing inside her.

      Prometheus stepped even closer to his wife, but I didn’t need to see his face to know that he was probably in so much despair because this was happening. The woman he’d loved forever had been turned into a creature of ire and vengeance, who had been feeding on the retribution of mortals and Gods alike for thousands of years.

      “Please, my love. End this. It will not heal your pain.”

      Nemesis’s body shuddered, and it looked like Pyrrha was trying to free herself from the Goddess. She reached out a hand toward her husband, and taking it, he tried to pull her completely free of the creature’s form.

      At first, it seemed to be working, and her body separated from the other. I held my breath in hopes that he could stop this whole war from happening with an act of love…

      Then everything went wrong.

      Pyrrha snapped back into Nemesis’s form, and she sprung forward, wrapping her arms and wings around Prometheus.

      He struggled inside the cocoon she’d made around him with her body, but she was too strong. Never had I seen any person be stronger than the Titan, and yet, she seemed to be squeezing him tighter and tighter. A burst of energy surged out of Prometheus, bright white, and powerful, enveloping Nemesis as she had enveloped him.

      I watched the light grow brighter and harsher, forcing me to shield my eyes. Nicole averted her gaze, burying her face into my side.

      A powerful energy rush exploded the next second, its shockwaves surging through the air and knocking us all to the ground. Jia and Ezra fell out of the sky, landing awkwardly on the grass with harsh thuds.

      It took a minute or two to recover from the shockwave, and I had to shake my head a few times to clear it. Finally getting to my feet, and helping Nicole up as well, I looked around to find the others had all suffered the same effects.

      When my eyes focused on the spot where Prometheus and Nemesis had merged, I expected to see the Titan standing there, in triumph.

      But it wasn’t him.

      It was Nemesis.

      Her malicious grin sent a cold shudder down my back.

      “Kill them!” She shrieked. “Kill them all!!”
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      HADES

      A vibration in the air swept through the hall, and over me as I sat in my chair, sipping wine in the library. It sliced right through my chest, knocking the air from my lungs. I sagged against the worn leather, losing consciousness for a split second. When I snapped back, I pushed myself up and looked around me.

      What the hell was that?

      I’d never felt anything like it. It was an energy so intense and full of intention… To harm. To kill.

      Swinging the door open, I marched out of the library, stepping over the displaced tiles, pieces of rock, and debris that I dug up out of the floor. I had yet to sleep, so the mess I made earlier while trying to escape this prison was still scattered around the hall. It was a good reminder that I needed to get out of here.

      Something had happened. Something bad. I didn’t know where, but it was forceful enough for me to feel the effects in the afterlife. That was some serious power. Only the Gods or Titans could summon that amount of energy, and one certain woman born of darkness.

      “Thanatos!” I shouted into the air. “Thanatos! Get your ass here, right now!”

      I paced around the hall, my hands fisting at my sides. It felt like I was going to explode, so I slapped my hands against the wall. The sound reverberated off every inch of the corridor before I slammed them again, and again, until the very building shook from my fury.

      “Thanatos!!” The sound of my voice boomed off the floor and ceiling. “With all the power of the Gods, I demand you show yourself to me!”

      It wasn’t long before the air shimmered nearby. A stream of dark shadows seeped into the hall, slithering inside it like a gaseous vapor, and filling every square inch coated in black. From within those shadows, I spied movement, then the cloaked figure of Death emerged to stand in front of me.

      “What do you want?” His raspy voice rang deep and angry. If I’d been anyone else, I’d have probably shivered in fear. Except, I was the God of Darkness, I had no fear. “You’re so demanding.”

      “I want to know what’s going on in the living world. Something has happened. I felt it here.”

      He waved a non-existent hand at me dismissively. “There’s nothing to concern yourself with. It’s a mortal matter.”

      “I am concerned, as I know damn well it has more to do with just mere mortals. The Gods are involved. And Melany is involved. I can feel it.” I slapped my chest where the deepest of all aches had not subsided since she was taken from me.

      Death sighed. “Okay, fine. Yes, there is a potential war about to occur at the academy.”

      “What?!” I lunged at him, grabbing him by the front of the robe. “And you were going to keep this from me?”

      “Yes. You’re dead, Hades. What does it matter what is happening in the living realm? You have everything you want here, why concern yourself? You never have before.”

      “Who is making this war?”

      “The mortals have started an uprising against the Gods and the academy. Nemesis is to blame for it. She’s fanned the flames of vengeance.”

      “Nemesis?” My eyes widened. “Does Prometheus know?”

      “Prometheus is dead. That’s why it took me so long to return. Duty calls and all that.”

      That must’ve been the energy surge I’d felt.

      “With Prometheus dead, who’s in charge at the academy? Have any of the other Gods stepped up?”

      He shook his head. “I believe the golden haired one… ah, Lucian, has taken up the leader role. He’s actually rather good at it.”

      “Lucian.” I sighed. Yes, Thanatos was right, the boy did make a good leader for a Demigod. “And Melany? She must be in the thick of it.”

      He didn’t answer straight away, so I knew I was right.

      “Take me to her.”

      “You know I can’t do that. You’re dead, Hades.”

      I backed him up into the wall, leaning into the void of his hood. “Take me to her, now.”

      “No.”

      The room began to spin, and I felt light headed. The thought of something happening to her was too much to bear. I didn’t want to exist in a reality without her in it, even here, in another realm. I’d rather Death eradiate every cell of my being and scatter my dust into the ether.

      “I will do anything to be with her, Thanatos. Ask it, and I will do it without hesitation, without question.”

      For the longest time he didn’t answer, and I thought for sure there was no bargaining with him.

      “There is one thing.”

      “Name it.”

      Tilting his hooded cowl forward, he whispered against my ear.
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      NICOLE

      The shock of seeing Prometheus be destroyed was enough to freeze me to the spot, but I knew I had to get moving or risk being wounded, or worse.

      “Kill them all!”

      Nemesis’s rallying cry from the sidelines prompted the mortals to start shooting through the giant fire wall. We were too far away for the bullets to reach us, but I could hear the roar of the guns as they went off, and eventually, they would be close enough. It had also prompted reinforcements to arrive. They had finally sent in the Demigods A team.

      Jasmine and Georgina flew over the flames, hovering above us and shooting fire balls at the recruits on the ground. Luckily, most had their shields, but a few cries of pain erupted when some didn’t move quickly enough to avoid them.

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed Chiron and Athena run over to the wounded to heal them.

      I glanced at Cade next to me, finding the same look of shock on his face, and had to pull on his arm to get him moving. “Cade, we can’t just stand here.”

      Shaking off his stupor, he surveyed the chaos around us. Smoke engulfed the field, not only from the inferno we’d constructed but from the fire attack on the recruits. The clash and clang of steel reverberated above us. Jasmine and Lucian were trading blows while Mia looked on with her bow in hand, but she’d never use it on the person she loved. My frantic gaze searched for Melany, but I didn’t see her anywhere.

      “We need to get the rope controlling them off the others. Then we can deal with the army.”

      I nodded in agreement and was about to turn when I felt movement behind me. I whipped around just as Jia, armed with an eight-inch dagger, swung her hand toward my torso with the intention of slicing me across the stomach. Twisting my body away, I managed to evade her just in time, but the tip of the blade cut through my shirt.

      She stumbled a little to the side, as she’d overcompensated for her zealous swing, giving me an opening to come at her from the right and punch her on the side of the head. My goal wasn’t to injure her, just incapacitate her so I could remove the rope clearly seen around her neck. The blow was harsh, making my knuckles ache, and causing her to stagger forward—her knees weakening.

      My gaze flew to Cade, hoping he could lend me a hand, but he was busy stopping Ezra from cutting off one of his legs with the long broad sword he wielded.

      Recovering, Jia charged at me again. This time changing the grip on her knife to stab me with it, while her other hand sizzled and sparked with electricity. I’d not seen another person besides Lucian have that kind of power, and if she touched me with it, it would probably stop my heart. Luckily, I blocked her jab, then ducked under her other hand swinging toward me.

      When I came up, I kicked her in the gut with force, sending her staggering backward and bending over from the pain. I jumped into the air, then came down with another punch to her face. It was enough to drop her to her knees, so I unsheathed my knife and came up behind her to cut off the rope, tossing it to the side.

      Jia glared up at me, blood gushing from her nose and mouth.

      The sight made me cringe. “Sorry about that, mate. It had to be done. You’ll heal.”

      I spun around to find Cade and see if I could help him. Legs spread, he was braced against Ezra’s attack, his hand holding back the blade of the sword. Blood dripped down his wrist and arm, but he continued to clutch the steel. Tendrils of smoke curled up from the weapon as he melted it, but he was so focused on that, he didn’t see Ezra pull another blade from his belt, and thrust it toward Cade’s side.

      “Stop!” I screamed, my hand held out toward them.

      Thankfully, time did stop, freezing them in place, as well as Jia, before the blade could pierce Cade’s flesh. It was so strange to see, considering that everyone else around us was still in motion. My power wasn’t enough to expand out more than ten feet.

      Running over to them, I pried the dagger from Ezra’s hand—the tip just starting to touch Cade’s body. Then, I got under the sword and lifted it out of Cade’s cut hands. Holding it gingerly, so I didn’t slice myself, I pulled it from Ezra’s grip and tossed it far away. The rope sliced open under the blade I now wielded, successfully freeing Ezra’s throat. Using the last few seconds I had, I pushed Ezra onto his ass, just in case.

      Time started again, against my will, and I hated that I couldn’t control how long it remained frozen.

      Astonished, Cade slowly lowered his hands, his head whipping around while looking for the threat. He spotted Ezra on the ground, who was just starting to regain clarity. “What…?”

      I took his bloodied hands in mine. “You’re okay.”

      His eyes narrowed as he regarded me. “You stopped time?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thank you.” He breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I couldn’t let him cut your hands off. Who’d rub my back when I was sleepy, then? Tink would do it, but his metal claws are too hard.”

      His arms wrapped around me and pulled me to him. I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in him, but we still had a bunch of work to do. Jasmine and Georgina were doing a lot of damage, and there was nothing we could really do except protect ourselves.

      I realized I was the only one who had the power to literally stop them, so someone else could get close enough to cut off their bindings.

      In that instant, Georgina dove toward the fire wall we’d created, which was still flickering and roaring. She set her hand into the ground near it, and within minutes, a dust storm whirled down the line of fire like a tornado, snuffing the flames. Now, there wasn’t anything to keep the mortal army from advancing on us with their guns. I could hear more bullets being fired, and I could see the ground near us puff up as they struck.

      “I need to get up there.” I gestured to the fight going on above us.

      “I can carry you.”

      “I just don’t know if it would work. If I stop time while in the air, I can’t be sure that I won’t freeze you too. You might drop, and so would I.”

      “You were able to bring me in before.”

      “I know, but it took a lot of me to do it.” I sagged into him. “I’m worn out now just from those few minutes.”

      It was going to take some divine intervention to free Jasmine and Georgina before they killed someone, and then stop the mortal army from shooting everyone and getting killed themselves. I’d never been one to pray to the Gods, not after what they did to me, but I sort of did it right then.

      There weren’t many left to pray to, yet I hoped someone heard me.

      We helped Jia and Ezra up and rushed them over to Chiron to get healed. Before we reached that part of the field, I saw movement near the east entrance of the academy. Three people moved toward us, carrying something bulky and metallic.

      The closer they got, the sooner I realized it was Hephaistos, Dionysus, and Demeter, holding a long, wide panel of burnished iron. As they set it down in the back field, it looked like Hephaistos pressed something, and the panels expanded. Panel after panel flipped outwards, one right after the other, forming a huge half dome and creating a fortified bunker for our people.

      “Wow, when Hephaistos finally commits, he does it with style.”

      “Nicole! Nicole! I have something for you!”

      I whipped around at the sound of my name, to find Tinker wheeling across the field toward me, past the metal dome. He was carrying a brand-new, shiny pair of brass wings.

      “These are for you,” he announced with a happy series of bleeps and bloops.

      When the little robot reached me, I bent down and gave him a smacking kiss on his little head. “Thank you, Tink.”

      He rewarded me with a long, happy trill.

      Cade helped me put them on swiftly. They were a little less cumbersome than the previous ones, and more lightweight. I pulled the double straps tightly, then pressed the button on the top for the wings to expand outward. Using my shoulder muscles, I flapped them once, then twice, reveling in how perfect they felt on my back.

      “Let’s go.” I lifted into the air, giddy from the fact that I could do it on my own again.

      Together, Cade and I flew up, meeting with Melany, Lucian, Mia, and Ren. They all looked exhausted. Lucian was bleeding from a shallow cut on his leg.

      Melany tipped her chin to me. “Cool wings.”

      “I wish I could say I made them, but this is all Heph.”

      “Nicole has a plan,” Cade informed.

      “It better be a good one, cuz I’m not sure how long we can dodge and deflect their attacks without having to do some damage,” Lucian grunted.

      “I’m going to stop time. Everyone is going to hopefully freeze in the air,—well, almost everyone since one or two of you might fall—and then I’m going to fly over to Jasmine and Georgina to cut off the ropes around their necks.”

      Everyone gaped at me.

      Melany frowned. “What? That sounds impossible.”

      “Just trust her,” Cade assured. “She can do it.”

      Shouts came from below, and we turned to find Nemesis had unfurled her large wings, flying up to us next to Jasmine and Georgina. “Attack her!” She pointed at me. “She’s the only one who can stop us!”

      Shit. Iris must’ve told Nemesis about my ability to control time.

      Within seconds, two fire balls came whizzing toward me. Cade pushed me out of the way just in time, but one of the orbs hit him along the side of his head, burning his face.

      “Cade!” I tried to fly to him, but he shook his head.

      “Do it. Do your thing!” He shouted while wincing from the pain that was surely searing through him.

      “Everyone, get closer to me!” I ordered. When they were close enough for the tips of our wings to touch, I pointed toward Jasmine and Georgina. “We need to fly toward them as a group.”

      On the count of three, we all lunged forward, trying hard not to get hit with the fire balls and huge rocks that Georgina had been flinging like World Series baseballs with her metal arm. I had to wait just a bit longer before stopping time so that I captured both of them inside the circle of influence. Nemesis had flown away probably sensing what I was about to do. Or maybe because she was a coward.

      Ren got knocked out of line with a large stone that nearly beaned him, but I couldn’t wait for him to come back. I focused on what I needed to do, then flung out my hand toward the two Demigods.

      They both froze, Jasmine staying mid throw of another fire ball. I glanced over at Cade, he was with me like Melany was, yet the others weren’t as lucky. Both Lucian and Mia halted mid-air. Mia suddenly dropped, but Melany dove after her, scooping her up by the arms and setting her gently onto the ground.

      Cade and I flew to Jasmine, swiftly cutting the cord around her neck, then we went over to Georgina and did the same.

      “Is there anyone else?” Cade asked.

      “I think that’s everyone.”

      When Melany joined us again, she nodded, clearly impressed. “Cool trick you got there.”

      “Thanks, mate. It’s not as cool as being the Dark Angel of Pecunia, but it’ll have to do.”

      Hovering closer to me, she offered me her hand, which I gladly accepted. “You saved my friends. I’ll forever be in your debt.”

      “Hey, be careful what you wish for. I might just take you up on a favor sometime.”

      She chuckled, just as time restarted.

      Both Jasmine and Georgina jerked out of their stupor and glanced around, bewildered by what was going on and where they were. Then both of them spotted Melany hovering nearby.

      “Melany?” Jasmine’s voice was so small that I could barely hear her.

      Melany nodded, tears rolling down her cheeks as she met her best friend’s gaze.

      Georgina swooped in toward her, and grabbed her around the waist, burying her face into Melany’s neck. “Oh, my Gods.”

      Jasmine joined in on the hug, and still clutching each other, the three of them lowered to the ground.

      I couldn’t stop my own tears as I watched them. Cade threw his arm around me. I could see the pain he was in from the fire that had burnt his face, but he still hugged me despite his own discomfort.

      I let him pull me to him, and we embraced for a moment, knowing we still had more work to do. But I took this for myself, reveled in it. Reveled in him.
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      MELANY

      Jasmine touched my face with her hands, tracing my scars with her fingers as if she still couldn’t believe I was standing in front of her. “Are you real?”

      I gave her a small smile. “Yes.”

      “How are you here?” she asked.

      “Nicole. She found me and brought me back.”

      “I don’t even have words right now,” Georgina sighed. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” Grabbing my hand, she squeezed it, and I squeezed it back.

      “I wish it was under different circumstances,” I confessed. “Are you guys all right?”

      She nodded, as did Jasmine, both rubbing their necks. Dark marks started to bloom where Aphrodite’s magic rope had enslaved them.

      “It’s Mark Dewan, who’s leading the army,” Jasmine informed. “Revana’s father.”

      “We know. We found a link to him in the archives for the shadowboxes.”

      “He blames you for Revana’s death.”

      “I know.” I nodded.

      Georgina looked toward the mortal army that had approached.. “He’s not in his right mind. I saw him muttering to himself on several occasions before coming here.”

      “The Goddess Nemesis has been whispering encouragements to him,” Nicole added as she and Cade landed next to us. “She feeds on revenge. The more vengeance you seek the more power she gains, in turn, the more vengeance you will want. It’s a cycle that’s hard to break.”

      Lucian, Ren, and Mia all dropped to the ground too, surrounding me. I looked at each of them, thankful to still have their friendship after all the turmoil we’d been through—together and apart. Some of those things hadn’t even seemed real. This impending war didn’t really seem real either.

      “We need to do something before a whole lot of people die.” I turned to see the mortals lining up along where the fire wall had been burning. They must’ve considered a different tactic now that their secret weapons—Demigods bound to do their bidding—had been freed. Two of them stepped aside, and a tall man with dark hair strode forward. That had to be Mark Dewan.

      The hum of activity all around faded, and it seemed like everyone on the field stopped talking, turning toward the man. He possessed that kind of command.

      “I want justice for my daughter!” he demanded.

      My guts started to churn. It was difficult to see him and recognize Revana in him—the same deep rich color of hair, and serious, intense stare. She had even sounded like him, the same infliction in her voice, one born of wealth and assurance. Her tone had always rubbed me the wrong way, I remembered.

      Once more Nemesis fluttered around along the edge of the woods, clapping her scaly hands. “Yes. Yes. Justice.”

      “I want to speak to whoever is in charge of this place.”

      Everyone kind of looked at everyone else. Now that Prometheus was gone, it didn’t seem like anyone was in charge. I glanced over the field where the last remaining Gods stood around, watching, and waiting. I’d hoped Hephaistos would eventually step up, he had the right countenance to lead, but he definitely didn’t have the desire or will to do so.

      After too long a time, Athena flew into the sky, her gorgeous golden wings barely moving as she soared and landed in front of Mark. Not too close, mind you, she wasn’t stupid. Not that human bullets would do much of anything to her, except put holes in her pristine white robe.

      “I am Athena,” she announced with a lift of her strong chin. “I can listen to your demands.”

      “I didn’t come here for war—”

      “That is not what your actions say,” Athena countered.

      He didn’t look happy by her remarks. “I’ve come for justice. Justice for my daughter, Revana.”

      “How can we give you that justice?”

      “I want her,” he pointed toward me. “I want Melany Richmond to pay for her crime.”

      My friends all jumped in front of me. It was instant, and it made my heart ache.

      “Melany was not responsible for Revana’s death,” Athena explained. “It was a terrible, unfortunate tragedy that befell your daughter. We all mourned her loss. We even erected a warrior’s statue in the Hero’s Hall in her honor.”

      “I don’t care about some stupid statue. It doesn’t give my daughter the justice she deserves.”

      Athena rose into the air, hovering a few feet from the ground, and making a couple of soldiers behind Mark startle and back up a bit. I didn’t blame them, she was fearsome to behold when she wanted to be.

      “I suggest you take your men, turn around, and go home. You won’t find what you’re looking for here.”

      Mark’s hand went to the pistol at his waist, yet I couldn’t believe he’d be stupid enough to draw it in front of such a Goddess as Athena. She could literally rip him in half if she chose, even before he fired at her.

      His other hand rose in the air. Behind him, his troops lifted their weapons to train them on us, and on the new recruits farther back. Some of the guns they possessed would fire bullets that traveled over three hundred yards, and most of us were a lot closer than that. Mark would definitely die in the process, but those bullets would find their marks and wound, if not kill, my friends. They could also reach the others who weren’t as well trained, who didn’t have the healing powers yet to save themselves.

      “I will have justice with or without your help.”

      “You and your men will die in the process,” Athena countered.

      “We all know the risks. But some of you will die as well, especially those kids who are no older than my Revana was when she was killed in your Titan war. Are you willing to live with that?”

      Not caring what Athena was going to say, I extended my wings and shot upward. As I flew over to Mark Dewan, I heard my friends screaming my name, telling me not to do what they suspected I was about to do, but I couldn’t stop now.

      Nemesis cheered from the sidelines—I wasn’t sure that Mark even saw her true form.

      I landed in front of Revana’s father, a lot closer than Athena had been, and lifted my chin to meet his gaze. “I’m here.”

      His dark eyes bore into mine, revealing in them a man long ago lost to his despair and anger. It didn’t surprise me that Nemesis was able to whisper words of vengeance to him, because he’d been open to it for a long time. I suspected he probably didn’t feel anything else.

      He huffed. “I can’t believe someone like you was ever in the same league as my daughter.”

      Now I knew where Revana had gotten her arrogance as well.

      “You can have your justice with me, but I want you to know that Revana deserved more from you. You failed her so immensely that she came to the academy thinking she was better than everyone else. It was that arrogance and fallacy that got her killed. Not me. I risked my life to try and save her.”

      I knew I was playing with fire when I said all of that, but if I was going to die, again, I wanted him to know that despite everything Revana had put me through, she was still better than he was.

      The muscles along his jawline flinched, his fingers twitching to draw his weapon.

      “I also want you to know that I could kill you right now, but I won’t as long as after you get your justice, you turn around and walk away, leaving everyone else in the academy alone. They are innocent in this.”

      “No one is innocent,” he growled, then quicker than I thought he could, he drew his gun and aimed it at my forehead.

      Everything just kind of slowed down after that.

      I considered closing my eyes when he fired the gun, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      His finger slowly pressed the trigger, the clicking sound echoing in my ears. Beyond that sound, I could hear my friends screaming my name. I imagined they were all running or flying toward me. Lucian probably had a lightning bolt forming in his hands. Jasmine likely created a large fire ball. Georgina was probably calling her earth powers to somehow open up the ground to swallow up Mark.

      Mia would have her bow nocked and ready to fire, I imagined, while Ren would be considering how to pull the water molecules out of the air so he could direct them down Mark’s throat to drown him. Now that I knew Nicole could stop time, I suspected she was running toward me with her hand out, hoping to stop the bullet from burrowing into my brain.

      Except, all those things never happened.

      Instead, everything went dark.

      It was as if the sun had been scribbled out with black markers. A thick, dark mist rolled across the field and swirled around the blades of grass, and every inch of the area, including the legs of each person standing on the field. A cool feeling crept over my skin, yet instead of filling me with dread, it filled me with hope.

      Then a section of the mist right next to us parted, and a figure strode out of it. A darkly, beautiful figure in a deep purple suit and slicked back black hair.

      My heart nearly exploded with joy.

      Hades reached over, plucking the bullet from in front of my forehead as it spun around, and around, trying to penetrate my skull. He tossed it over his shoulder, flicking the gun from Mark’s hand like it was an annoying insect.

      “Hades!” I turned to him as he gathered me in his arms and kissed me.

      Then the world seemed to restart, returning to normal.

      Shocked, and enraged, Mark pulled another weapon from a different holster. Before he could raise it though, Hades snapped his fingers at him, causing Mark to crumble to the ground without a sound. I didn’t have to check on him to know that he was dead.

      Shrieking at the top of her lungs, Nemesis lunged toward us. Fire instantly flared in my hand, but I didn’t get to throw it. Hades’s hand shot out, catching the deranged Goddess by her throat. He jerked his hand ever so slightly, breaking her neck, then tossed her to the side.

      His gaze shifted over to the other mortals, who looked confused and scared. “What do you want me to do with the rest of them? Kill them?”

      I shook my head. “No.” Taking a step toward the army, I regarded them. “You need to lay down your weapons and return home.”

      There was no question that with the death of Mark and Nemesis, a lot of the men had come out of their stupor, and probably had no idea how they’d gotten into this. They all tossed away their guns and started to wander back toward the cave.

      Athena flew after them. “I’ll make sure they get out safely.”

      Nodding, I turned back to my love. “How did you find me?”

      “Thanatos told me where you were.”

      “Really? And what did you have to promise him for that?”

      His warm hands cupped my face. “Nothing you need to worry about. We’re together again and that’s all that matters.” He brushed his lips against mine, softly, tilting his head to kiss me until I couldn’t breathe.

      He was right. Nothing else mattered but the feel of his lips on mine. Something I thought I would never feel again.
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      NICOLE

      When I woke up, I rolled over onto my side, watching the slow rise and fall of Cade’s chest as he slept. His head was turned toward me, his usually stoic face relaxed in sleep. I studied every inch of him. His long, dark eyelashes that made me jealous, his strong, proud nose, a set of full kissable lips, and now a pinkish burn scar on his cheek and jawline. It would eventually fade to something lighter and not as noticeable. It had only been a few weeks, but Chiron’s healing tinctures were powerful so they would eventually do the trick. For now though, Cade carried a reminder of a war that had almost happened.

      Instead of waking him by pressing my lips to his, I rolled out of bed, put on a pair of shorts and a tank top, then padded out of the bedroom and into the well-appointed sitting room with the giant window that overlooked the Thames River.

      I opened the small refrigerator that came with our suite, took out a bottle of orange juice, and took it with me as I sat in the comfy, high-backed chair near the window. As I drank the juice, I marveled at the view. Regardless of how many times I’d seen the river, it was never enough. It was one thing, among many, that I’d missed about London.

      Picking up my cell phone from the coffee table, I found a multitude of texts from Pinky. She was beyond excited to see Cade and me, and super pumped to meet the rest of the gang. I texted her that we would meet up at noon, at our usual Saturday spot to spend the entire day doing ridiculous touristy things—like eat so much food we were probably going to puke.

      I stretched out my legs and arms, hearing and feeling a satisfying pop of my joints, and then sat back in the chair, bringing my legs up. It had been so long since I’d actually relaxed, that I didn’t even really remember what that felt like. Not to have to worry about weird dreams, or zombie kings, or an army of mortals coming to kill everyone. It was a nice change, one I was getting used to happily.

      After the carnage at the academy, there was a long, involved meeting between the Demigods, and the remaining Gods about how to move forward with the school. After three days of intense mediating, arguments, serious discussions, and a democratic vote, it was decided that the academy wouldn’t operate the way it had for the past few centuries.

      Change needed to happen, for everyone.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Cade’s voice made me turn to find him in only a pair of sweatpants, leaning against the bedroom doorway. His hair was mussed, and he had a bit of stubble growing on his chin. He looked disheveled and sexy as hell.

      “That I’m hungry and I hope the others get here with breakie.”

      Grinning, he padded across the black and red carpet to me. He reached down and grabbed my hands, pulling me up into his arms. “You’re always hungry.”

      “Just for you.” I gnashed my teeth at him, then nibbled my way along his jawline to his mouth, covering his lips with mine and kissing him until we were both flushed with desire. His hands slid down my back to cup my ass, making me moan a little as he caressed me there.

      “So, I have something to ask you before everyone shows up.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, I’d been wondering when he would get to it. It felt like I’d been waiting forever for this. “Go on, then.”

      His hands went to the band of his sweatpants and he fumbled out a small black box. Opening it, he showed it to me.  Inside, there were two rings, made of a dark blue shiny metal that I suspected didn’t exist in nature, and had been made and sweated over in Hephaistos’s forge—deep in the bowels of the academy. One for him, and one for me.

      “Nicole Walker, will you be bonded to me forever and ever?”

      I reached in and plucked the smaller ring out of the slot, sliding it onto my finger. It was both hot and cold on my skin, an interesting combination. It looked even prettier on too, glinting with different colors in the white light.

      “Does that mean, yes?” His eyes sparked with love and hope.

      “Of course, it bloody well does!”

      Laughing, he captured me in his arms, picked me up, and swung me around. His lips fell over mine again, kissing me long and hard until I lost all sense of reason. Cade’s kisses were lethal, that was for sure, and my entire body lit up in response. I was just about to tell him to pick me up and take me back to bed, when a firm knock at the door interrupted.

      Cade continued to kiss me, nipping at my silly spot just below the ear. “We can make them wait.”

      My stomach took that moment to rumble. Loudly.

      With a chuckle, he pulled back to give me a quick peck on the tip of my nose. “I guess not.”

      Running to the door, I opened it, while Cade went back into the bedroom to put on a shirt.

      “Were we interrupting?” Cassandra asked with a wink as she came into the room, carrying two bags of egg McMuffins and hash browns. The smell made me drool.

      Lucian walked in behind her, carrying Starbucks coffees, followed by Georgina, Ren, Jasmine, and Mia. Everyone had their own bag of food, so we all gathered around the small table in the suite and dug into them.

      As I ate, I looked around at the others while they chatted, laughed, and teased each other, making me feel so thankful that they decided to come on this trip with Cade and me. They could’ve gone off and done anything else, since the option had been given to us to do whatever we wanted for as long as we wished.

      Our freedom from the academy had finally been granted. We could stay or we could go, it was up to us individually.

      It was no surprise that Lucian decided to stay. He was a natural leader and would be working with Athena to transition the academy from a place of warrior training, to learning and inventing. Recruits would no longer be selected from new adults across the world with an elitist Shadowbox. Anyone would now come to the academy to study different subjects like world history, astronomy, chemistry, or even botany.

      They would also be able to come and train to be world-class athletes under Heracles’s tutelage. Athena decided as well that a school of the arts would be constructed, so people could come to train in painting, sculpture, poetry, music, and dance. It turned out that the Muses were far more talented than just with dressing up the recruits for the various ceremonies.

      Cassandra, Georgina, and Ren all decided to stay as well. Each of them were going to be professors, helping run the school. Cassandra was going to teach world history, Georgina, of course, was all about the study of the plants, and she’d already been talking to scientists around the world about climate change and how to combat it into submission.

      Ren took over all water related activities, after Poseidon basically dove into the Pacific Ocean and disappeared. Some thought he was returning to Atlantis, but I didn’t know about that. The USA Swimming team contacted him to train new, up-and-coming Olympic athletes. He agreed, but he also invited swimmers from every country to train with him, including his home country of Japan.

      As for Jasmine and Mia, they chose to leave the academy, wanting to live normal lives together somewhere they wouldn’t be bothered, especially not for their relationship. I’d scouted a few future timelines for them, and found them the perfect spot in the Netherlands, in the perfect time. After this holiday together, I would jump them to their new lives, with a promise that they would look up our older selves.

      Cade and I decided to also stay at the academy. We both had so many things we wanted to invent and make. Whether he admitted it or not, I knew Hephaistos was pleased about it. He had two apprentices he could lovingly boss around now. It was perfect for him. We had designs for working with more robotics, and AI. Tinker had a whole lot to teach us too. Plus, we had our freedom to come and go as we wished.

      I wanted to take Cassandra on some cool, time traveling expeditions. She promised me we could go anywhere but back to the Jurassic period.

      As for Melany and Hades…

      Well, their location request had been odd, but hey, I didn’t question it. Whatever made them happy was good enough for me, and now that, after several weeks of intense training, I’d been able to really control my time traveling, Cade and I could go see them any time we wanted. In fact, we had a plan to go in February, the whole crew. Melany wanted to take us to the Nice carnival in 1896. I couldn’t wait.

      First, however, I finished devouring my egg McMuffin, grabbed Cade’s hand in mine and thought about whether he’d want to go to see the Tower of London, or Big Ben on our first tourist stop.
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      MELANY

      I stood before the floor to ceiling window of my apartment in the Excelsior Regina Palace, sipping my evening tea, and looking out at the lush green gardens as the sun set over the Mediterranean Sea. During the day, the sun shone brightly, making everything so cheery and colorful in the palace’s gardens and the streets of Nice, but I didn’t mind. It was good to have choices for a change.

      I loved the darkness, thrived in it even, but a little light and frivolity never hurt. Never mind all the whining Hades did when I forced him to go out for long strolls during the day.

      Scratching the bustle situation on my butt, I readjusted the corset I wore. My dress had been tailor made for me, all soft fabrics that moved with me in case I needed to run in it or fly, but I still felt uncomfortable in it. To keep up the appearances of the time, the Belle Époque in the 1800s, I knew I had to wear it, and the hundred others Hades had bought me, especially when we were out in public.

      During our private time, in the special rooms that we had constructed underneath the hotel, I wore my usual tank top, form fitting leggings and Doc Martens, or flounced around in cotton shorts and a T-shirt when I needed to dance to a playlist on my Spotify. Hades made sure my cell phone was juiced when it needed to be. There were a lot of advantages when being a God.

      “Enjoying the view, my love.”

      My head turned as Hades entered the room, dressed in his usual, sexy dark purple suit—this time a tuxedo with a flouncy shirt and collar. He had on a top hat as well, carrying a black and silver cane. The man knew how to make an entrance and cause a stir. My belly clenched just looking at him. Briefly, I wondered if we had to go to this royal party downstairs, in the ballroom, or if we could just have an intimate party of two here in our apartment. I wouldn’t mind taking off every layer of clothing I was wearing, piece by piece while he watched.

      “I am now.” I licked my lips.

      His lips twitched upward into a wicked grin that sent delicious shivers over my body. Crossing the room, he removed the teacup from my hand and set it on the table nearby. His hand lifted mine to his mouth, and he pressed his lips to the back. “You look delicious.”

      “As do you.”

      “I suspect the queen is going to love your hair.”

      I patted the updo my lady’s maid, Anna, who Hades had insisted I had, did for me. My blue strands remained, though. Some things I refused to change. “Do you think she’ll insist on coloring her hair the same?”

      “Most likely. Victoria is a servant to new fashion.”

      Lifting onto my tiptoes, I brushed my lips to his softly. “Do we really have to go to this party?” I murmured against them. “This is the fourth one we’ve been to in the past two weeks, and I’m bored of them. Let’s go do something else more fun and exciting.”

      “It’s important we keep up appearances while we live here, so we can blend in. I thought that was one of the reasons you were keen on moving here, so we could just live a good life together without any of that other stuff to deal with.”

      “I know. I know. Quit reminding me.”

      With a chuckle, Hades snatched me by the waist and pulled me to him, twirling me around the room. “How is your waltz? I hope you’ve been practicing so you don’t step on my toes this time.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been practicing between my drills through the obstacle course.”

      He shook his head. “Why do you insist on keeping up your training, when the idea of this move was to remain out of the troubles of the world?”

      “I like to stay fit.”

      His hand snaked around my bustle to cup my butt. “I like it too.”

      I pushed his hand away, straightening the yards of fabric that seemed to make up my dress. “We should go, if we don’t want to piss off Queen Victoria.”

      “You’re right.” He held out his arm, and I took it.

      “I hope Charon’s working the elevator tonight.”

      “Of course he is. When doesn’t he? He loves that job.”

      One of the stipulations of our move was that we wanted to bring some people with us. Nicole had a heck of a time jumping everyone through because not everyone was being cooperative. Once we’d taken up residence in the palace, posing as a very wealthy English couple with oodles of money to spend, we set up jobs for our various companions.

      Charon fancied himself an elevator attendant. He said he loved pushing the buttons and pulling the levers, and he got a kick out of all the tips the other residents of the hotel gave him. Of course, he did it under a magical disguise. No one would’ve been able to handle a skeleton in a robe operating their elevator safely.

      Before we got to the door to leave our apartment, Hades stopped walking. His brow furrowed into deep lines, and I, unfortunately, knew that look.

      “Do you have to go?”

      He nodded. Then wrapped an arm around me and dipped me back, kissing me thoroughly. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      “How about I wait for you in bed instead of at the ball?” I gave him a salacious grin.

      “Perfect.”

      Tossing his top hat onto the table in the foyer and hanging up his cane, Hades quickly shed his suit with a flourish of his hand, replacing it with the robe of his newly acquired job. As he lifted the hood, his face disappeared, and he flung open the glass doors of the balcony, stepping out to vanish into the twilight.

      I went out onto the balcony to breathe in the fragrant evening air, knowing that Hades would do his job as quickly as possible, and then return to me. It was the deal he’d made with Thanatos, to escape his afterlife prison and come rescue me. He’d become Death, while Thanatos retired to some island in the Caribbean.

      The God of Darkness, and Death… a tiny detail added to his title.

      As I stood there, glancing out at the scenery of my new life, I heard rustling on the roof above me. My gaze lifted to see the gargoyles on the palace turrets come to life. The three Furies grinned down at me, their razor-sharp kitten teeth flashing in the waning light.

      “Hey, Mel, want to go for a flight? Maybe we can scare some of the English tourists.”

      “Hell, yeah, I do.”

      I tore off my dress, leaving my usual attire underneath, and stepped up onto the balcony’s railing, diving off it. My wings immediately sprung from my back, and I swooped up into the night sky.
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