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Greek Mythology
Pronunciation Guide
(Note: this is a general guide only. Certain names have varying pronunciations.)
THE GODS
Aceso: uh-key-so
Anemoi: uh-nem-oy
Aphrodite: afro-die-tee
Apollo: uh-pol-o
Ares: air-eez
Artemis: ar-tuh-miss
Asclepius: as-kleh-pee-uhs
Athena: uh-thee-na
Chione: key-own-knee
Demeter: deh-mee-tur
Hades: hay-deez
Hebe: hee-bee
Hecate: hek-uh-tay
Hephaestus: huh-fes-tus
Hera: hair-uh
Heracles: hair-uh-cleez
Hermes: her-meez
Hestia: hes-tee-uh
Hypnos: hip-nos
Persephone: per-sef-uh-nee
Poseidon: poh-sigh-den
Prometheus: pro-me-thee-us
Protogenoi: pro-toe-jen-oy
Thanatos: than-uh-tos
Titans: tight-ens
Tyche: ty-key
Zeus: zoos
NYMPHS
Dryad: dry-ad
Naid: ney-ad
Nereid: neer-ee-id
PLACES
Elysian Fields/Elysium: e-lee-zee-uhn fields/e-lee-zee-uhm
Olympus: uh-lim-pus
Tartarus: tar-ta-rus
MONSTERS AND CREATURES
Centaur: sen-tor
Cerberus: ser-bur-us
Chimera: ky-meer-uh
Cyclops: sigh-clops
Erinys/Erinyes: e-rin-es/e-rin-eez
Harpy: hahr-pee
Hippocampus/Hippocampi: hip-uh-kam-pus/hip-uh-kam-pee
Lycaon: lie-kay-on
Medusa: meh-doo-sa
Minotaur: min-uh-tor
Nemean Lion: nee-me-un lion
Pegasus: peg-uh-suhs
Scylla: sil-uh
Siren: sigh-ren
Sphinx: sfingks
Stymphalian Birds: stim-fey-lee-uhn birds




1
The Letter
Hailey perched on the roof of her two-storey brick house, oblivious to the pair of teenage girls giggling at the end of her street. One of them pressed her hands onto the road. The asphalt shuddered and moaned, great big cracks tearing through the black ground as water gushed up from underneath it, transforming the road into a crystal blue lake. The second girl stirred her hand through the water, ice blasting from her fingertips and shooting down the lake, freezing it solid.
‘Ice rink,’ both girls shouted. ‘Ice rink. Ice rink.’
Children piled out of houses, pulling on skates and scrambling onto the frozen water.
Their laughter didn’t register with Hailey, whose gaze remained fixed on the envelope clutched in her hands. It smelled of salt, reminding her of sunny days at the beach. The address read:
Miss Hailey Woods
12 Golden Fleece Place
Calliope Gardens
London
A gold trident bordered by the letters P and A was stamped on the back, with a swirl of gold water encircling it. Hailey’s stomach grew heavy as she thought about the letter inside, which would either inform her of her acceptance to or rejection from Poseidon’s Academy: the high school every eligible teenager in the world strived to get into.
Poseidon’s Academy was no ordinary high school. It was an underwater palace that had once been the Olympian god Poseidon’s home. No one had ever seen it—aside from accepted students, who whispered of jewel-encrusted walls and sea-nymphs.
Hailey doubted Poseidon appreciated the conversion of his palace into a school, but he wasn’t in a position to complain considering he, and every other god, was dead. And had been for sixteen centuries now—compliments to humans killing them in the Great Battle.
Although Hailey supposed you could say they had lived on—at least in a small way—because when they’d died, their powers had showered from the sky to the human race, turning everyone into demigods. And since then, the gods’ powers have passed down through each generation, so every human in the world has a power.
The cold touch of a raindrop sliding down Hailey’s cheek had her gazing up at a grey cloud encroaching on the sun. She flicked her hand at it, watching the cloud speed away out of sight, leaving the sky azure blue.
Hailey was a Zeus. The only Zeus in over a century, to be exact, which meant her powers came with certain expectations. Her mind flashed back to the last Powers class she’d had before the summer holidays...
Hailey stood in a grassy field, the sweet and earthy scent of rain hanging in the air. Her teacher, Mrs Pritchet, loomed behind her with the rest of her class. But Hailey was too busy focusing her powers to remember they were there.
Warmth flowed through her fingertips towards the black sky, and a rope-shaped tornado whirled to life fifty yards ahead of her.
‘Not good enough, Hailey.’ Mrs Pritchet marched to Hailey’s side and clucked her tongue. ‘That feeble thing couldn’t even pick up a shovel.’
‘I’m trying,’ Hailey protested.
‘Try harder.’
‘Yeah, make it bigger,’ one of her classmates called out from behind her. ‘Big enough to rip someone’s roof off.’
‘I bet she can’t do it,’ she heard someone else say.
‘There’s no way,’ someone replied. ‘She sucks at being a Zeus. I’d be so much better.’
Hailey blocked out their voices and concentrated on intensifying the tornado. The warmth flowing from her fingertips grew hotter, and her hands trembled. The tornado expanded into a funnel shape, stirring up the grass and dirt and whipping about Hailey’s auburn hair.
‘Good,’ Mrs Pritchet said. ‘Now create a second one, while keeping the first one contained.’
Hailey’s hands trembled even more. ‘A second one?’
‘Yes. Do it now.’
Hailey gulped. She kept one shaking hand extended towards the tornado and moved her other hand slightly to the left, where a rope tornado materialised beside the first one, whooshing in and out of existence as Hailey tried to control it. Pain bloomed in her head. ‘I can’t,’ she said through gritted teeth.
‘Do it.’
Hailey focused on growing the second tornado, the heat pouring from her fingertips burning like fire. Come on. You can do this. A wave of dizziness swept over her, and a trail of warm blood trickled from her nose. She couldn’t take it anymore. The tornadoes vanished in an instant as she hunched over, fighting the urge to pass out.
‘We’re not finished,’ Mrs Pritchet snapped.
‘That was so lame,’ one of the students complained.
‘Told you she couldn’t do it.’
When the dizziness passed, Hailey straightened, wiping the blood from her nose. ‘I’m not strong enough,’ she told Mrs Pritchet. ‘Please don’t make me do it again.’
‘You have to, Hailey. You are the only Zeus. The one person with the King of the Gods’s powers. And that means you have a responsibility to this world to master your abilities. Or are you forgetting about the prophecy? It says—’
‘I know what it says.’
‘Then I shouldn’t have to remind you how important harnessing your powers is. I hope your next Powers teacher won’t tolerate your laziness. Now try again, and this time do it properly.’
The memory pressed against Hailey’s chest. She was sick of the pressure that came with being a Zeus. That’s why getting into Poseidon’s Academy was so important to her, because being underwater meant no sky. No sky means no powers. No powers means freedom.
She glanced back at the envelope. Inside it she could feel something with two pointed tips. She resisted ripping the letter open to find out what it was. She’d promised her two best friends she’d wait for them so they could open their letters together.
A door creaked open below her, and a few seconds later a redbud tree blooming purple-pink flowers sprang up ten feet to her left. Standing on one of its branches was her best friend Demi. ‘Come on, Hails. I’ll give you a lift down.’
Hailey leapt to her feet, forgetting she was on a slanted roof. She lost her balance and tumbled forward, the envelope flying from her hand as her arms flailed, trying to grab on to something. But there was only air. Air. Wind!
Warmth surged down Hailey’s arms and shot from her fingertips as she toppled over the roof’s edge.
A gale of wind rushed up and caught her, suspending her in the air. At the same time, two flower-coated tree branches wrapped around her waist. ‘Thanks,’ she called to Demi as the tree branches lowered her into the backyard: a grass-covered square edged with drooping sunflowers.
‘No problem,’ Demi called back, using her powers to unwrap the branches around Hailey’s waist and shrink them back into the redbud tree.
‘Nice form.’ Her friend Jayden stood in front of her, grinning. ‘That landing was much better than the last time you fell off the roof, but not as good as the time before that, or the time before that.’
‘What can I say, I like practising my acrobatics,’ Hailey joked, and then noticed a red mark on Jayden’s forehead. ‘What happened to your head?’
‘Someone turned your street into an ice rink again,’ he said simply, running a hand through his spiked up black hair before holding out an envelope. ‘You dropped this.’
Hailey took it back, her stomach growing heavy again now that she was no longer distracted with plummeting off the roof.
‘Don’t you dare open those without me!’ Demi warned, leaping from the redbud tree, which was back to its twenty-foot size, and bounding over to them. ‘Okay, let’s do this.’ Demi ripped her envelope open before she’d even finished her sentence and snatched out the letter. ‘We are pleased to inform you,’ Demi read aloud. ‘I got in!’ She bounced on her toes. ‘I got in! I got in!’ Her emerald green eyes darted to Hailey and Jayden, and she stopped bouncing. ‘Hurry up and read.’
Hailey blew out a breath and peeled open the envelope, unfolding the letter inside.
Dear Miss Hailey Woods
We are pleased to inform you of your acceptance into Poseidon’s Academy. Please find enclosed a travelling necklace that will transport you to Poseidon’s Island where you will meet your fellow classmates before departing for Poseidon’s Academy. Please also find enclosed a list of required supplies and textbooks.
First term begins on 1 January. Your departure time is 4.33pm. Please ensure you place the enclosed travelling necklace over your head at this exact time in order to avoid any collisions.
Warm regards
Guinevere Grayson
First Years Overseer
The letter almost dropped from Hailey’s hands as the heaviness in her stomach washed away. She’d done it. She’d gotten into Poseidon’s Academy. In four months she’d be at a new school with people who didn’t know who she was or what she could do. And even if they did know about her powers, they couldn’t make her use them.
She glanced back into the envelope and pulled out a gold winged pendant hanging from a thin chain. It was beautiful. More beautiful than her own bronze travelling necklace, which only allowed her to travel within London.
‘You got a necklace!’ Demi exclaimed. ‘That means you got accepted.’
‘Me too,’ Jayden said, holding up his own travelling necklace.
‘Awesome!’ Demi squealed, throwing her arms around their shoulders and squeezing them into a group hug before bouncing on her toes again. ‘Next year is going to be the best year ever.’
‘Yeah, I can’t believe we all got in. Blue skies.’ Hailey was beyond grateful she’d be starting her new life with her best friends.
‘I’m not surprised, considering how amazing our powers are.’
‘Modesty, Demi,’ Jayden rebuked her.
‘It’s true.’ Demi flicked her wavy brown hair behind her shoulder and raised her arms. The dying sunflowers sprang to life: their stems straightened, and their petals glowed vibrant yellow. ‘How many Demeters my age can do that?’
‘About as many Poseidons as can do this.’ Jayden curled his fingers at the garden hose, which lay abandoned a few feet away. It hissed to life, water spurting from the nozzle. Jayden waved his hand at the garden, and the water blasted up, showering over the flowers like rain.
‘Modesty, Jayden.’ Demi mimicked his censorious tone.
‘That looks much better. Thanks, kids.’ Hailey’s mum appeared from the side of the house. A variety of paint colours smeared her skin and overalls. Even her auburn hair, which was tied in a ponytail, was speckled with blue.
‘Happy to help, Evonee.’ Jayden waved his hand to shut the hose off.
‘We got into Poseidon’s Academy,’ Demi blurted, holding out her acceptance letter as proof.
‘I figured that,’ Evonee said and moved towards Hailey, pulling her into a tight hug. ‘I’m so proud of you, kiddo. But I can’t bear to be separated, so I’m coming with you.’ Evonee broke from the hug, shrinking several inches while her face seemed to stretch and contract at the same time.
‘Mum, don’t,’ Hailey begged, but it was too late. Her mum had already reverted into a thirteen year old.
‘How do I look?’ she asked, her voice soft and sweet.
‘Change back,’ Hailey demanded, covering her eyes.
‘I love your Hebe powers,’ Demi said.
‘I definitely think you could sneak into Poseidon’s Academy with us,’ Jayden added.
‘Hear that, sweetie? We’re going to be roomies.’
Hailey pressed her hands tighter against her eyes. Seeing her mum the same age as her was a level of creepiness her brain could not handle. ‘Mum, stop it.’
Evonee laughed. ‘Okay.’ Her voice had lost its girlish tone.
Hailey relaxed when she saw her mum looking like her usual thirty-year-old self. Although technically she was more like forty—being a Hebe, she could control how young she looked. ‘Thank you,’ Hailey said. ‘I wish you could come with me,’ she added.
‘Me too.’ Evonee’s smile faltered. ‘Well, I need to get back to painting. Congratulations everyone.’ She turned to leave and then glanced back at Hailey. ‘Oh, and you’re banned from the art studio.’
‘What? Why?’
‘It’s a surprise,’ Evonee said and scurried off before Hailey could pester her further.
‘Hang on.’ Demi squinted at her acceptance letter. ‘This says we start January first. That’s forever away.’
‘I guess it’s only fair though,’ Jayden said, ‘considering Poseidon’s Academy takes students from all over the world—not everyone’s first term begins at the end of the year like ours do.’
‘But I don’t want to wait that long.’
Jayden threw an arm around her shoulders. ‘Just think, you’ll have an extra few months to practise your powers so you can outshine all the other Demeters when you get there.’
‘That’s true.’ Demi perked up.
‘Come on, let’s celebrate with some ice skating,’ Jayden suggested.
‘Wait. Hailey never got to show off her powers.’
‘Me? No. I don’t want to.’ If someone other than her friends saw her using her powers, it would lead to people banging down her door to make requests for her to do something “Zeus worthy”, like make the sky rain fireballs.
‘Come on, Hails,’ Jayden prompted. ‘It’s only us.’
Hailey scanned for peeping neighbours. But no one was around, thanks to the ice rink out front. ‘Okay,’ she gave in, figuring she only had so long left with her powers, so she might as well use them. She raised her arms, warmth returning to her fingertips and flowing towards the sky.
A chill swept around the backyard.
‘Cold air, really? That’s so boring.’ Demi crossed her arms, unimpressed.
‘Look.’ Jayden pointed up.
Snowflakes drifted from the patch of sky above them.
‘Okay, snow in summer, that’s much better.’
Hailey smiled at the snowflakes fluttering down, feeling just a little proud of the fact she’d created them. And then she remembered this would be one of the last times she’d get to use her powers. Her chest tightened.
It’s the only way, she reminded herself. I’ll never be free otherwise.
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Poseidon’s Island
Hailey’s skin erupted in tingles, and the world spun around her in melting and merging colours. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing it would end before her somersaulting stomach expelled the chocolate-chip pancakes she’d had for lunch.
She could still smell the scent of turpentine and vanilla that had clung to her mum as she’d hugged her goodbye seconds ago. Hailey held on to that smell, imagining she was back at her house and not being hurled through space.
Her head and stomach calmed when she arrived at her destination. Gingerly, she opened her eyes and gasped.
Before her an endless sea stretched, the sun glinting off the water, making it sparkle like a sea of aquamarines, sapphires, and turquoises. Waves rolled onto the beach, their steady rhythm making the sea sound as though it were breathing.
‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ A kind-faced woman stood beside Hailey, wearing a white Grecian dress. ‘I’m Madam Grayson. I’ll be your overseer until you graduate. You’re Hailey Woods?’
Hailey tensed, thinking Madam Grayson knew who she was, but relaxed when she realised the teacher’s eyes were on a piece of parchment covered in names and arrival times. ‘Yes, that’s me.’
Madam Grayson ticked her name off. ‘I need your travelling necklace.’ Hailey pulled off the winged pendant and handed it over. ‘Not everyone has arrived yet, so please wait with the other first years until they do.’ She pointed to an apprehensive group of students standing twenty feet away.
But Hailey’s eyes weren’t on them. She focused instead on the island, which was a tropical beach formed of white sand that appeared as fine as dust and soft as powdered sugar. Students lounged beneath palm trees, and several other teachers dressed in Grecian outfits waited at varying points around the island, ticking off names as students materialised before them.
‘It’s not a good idea to keep standing there, unless you want to get squished.’
Hailey turned back to Madam Grayson. ‘Sorry. I’ll join the others.’ She gripped her suitcase’s handle and moved out of the way as a boy, who looked ready to throw up, appeared in the spot she’d been standing.
She continued towards the group of students she’d be spending the next five years with. Only a few of them appeared to know each other, talking in hushed voices while those around them either shuffled their feet or fidgeted with their bags.
‘Hailey, you’re here.’ Demi broke free of the crowd and yanked Hailey into a quick hug.
‘Where’s Jayden?’
Demi waved a hand. ‘Talking to some randoms. I don’t know any of these people. I think we’re the only ones from our school.’
Hailey glanced back at the crowd, studying the students’ faces. No one looked familiar. A lightness spread through her, making her smile. If she didn’t recognise anyone, then that meant no one knew she was a Zeus. She was officially a nobody. Blue skies. ‘I think you’re right about us being the only ones from our school.’
‘We must be even awesomer than I thought.’
‘What have I told you about modesty, Demi?’ Jayden tsked, appearing from the crowd. ‘Hey, Hails.’
‘I can’t believe this is really happening.’ Demi bounced from foot to foot. ‘We’re going to Poseidon’s Academy. Poseidon’s Academy! And we’ll probably get to meet sea-nymphs!’
‘Maybe you should tone it down a little so people don’t think you’re crazy—well, at least not just yet.’ Jayden grinned. ‘And they like to be called nereids—not sea-nymphs.’
Hailey, too, could barely believe she was about to enter Poseidon’s Academy and see Poseidon’s palace. The gods’ kingdoms and hideouts were coveted places that many archaeologists and historians had spent their lives searching for unsuccessfully. Poseidon’s palace was one of the main places searched for, and there hadn’t been a single sighting of it since the gods’ demise. Its lack of appearance had led people to think Poseidon had destroyed it before he’d died to ensure no human ever set foot in his home.
But it turned out the nereids who lived there were just really good at hiding it. And five years ago, they’d announced they’d converted the palace into a high school and were accepting applications.
‘Listen up, first years,’ Madam Grayson said, positioning herself at the front of the group.
‘Move.’
A shoulder slammed into Hailey, making her stumble a step, as a girl with blonde curls bashed her way to the front.
Madam Grayson appeared not to notice the disturbance, continuing to speak. ‘Master Anderson should be opening the portal to the Academy any second now.’
Portal? There hadn’t been any mention of passing through a portal to get to the palace in Hailey’s acceptance letter; she’d assumed it would rise from the water.
‘Look.’ Demi pointed to a burly man striding towards the sea. Hailey guessed he was Master Anderson.
Master Anderson stopped at the water’s edge. A blue orb the size of a coconut shone in his hand. He pitched it into the sea, where it made a tiny plop before sinking.
Hailey wasn’t sure what to expect. Maybe the orb was some type of bomb that would explode and signal the palace to pick them up.
But there was no explosion—not even a ripple.
Demi sighed. ‘How very anti-climactic.’
Hailey was about to agree but was distracted by Master Anderson calling out several unfamiliar words. She picked up the last one as sounding something like unam.
That’s when everything broke into chaos.
A CRACK shattered the air, its intensity shaking the ground and reverberating through Hailey’s body.
The water began churning, spinning around as if someone had pulled a plug from the bottom of the sea.
It’s a whirlpool!
Hailey didn’t know what to say or do. All she could think was that something had gone terribly wrong, because why would anyone create something so dangerous.
The whirlpool dragged Master Anderson into it; he didn’t even get a chance to shout out for help before he vanished.
Hailey choked on a breath. Had she just seen someone die?
‘Calm down,’ Madam Grayson called out after several first years screamed. ‘This is the portal to Poseidon’s Academy. Master Anderson is safe on the other side. Watch the older students go, and you’ll see there’s nothing to worry about.’
‘Wow!’ Demi exclaimed.
‘Cool!’ Jayden beamed.
Hailey didn’t want to watch anyone else get swallowed, but the pull of the whirlpool was like a sea-monster attack: she couldn’t look away.
The second, third, fourth, and fifth years divided into groups. Each group followed Master Anderson’s example, jumping into the swirling sea. Hailey kept waiting for her body to relax and be okay with the fact she’d have to do the same, but her body only tensed more with every group of students she watched disappear.
It was incomprehensible to her how diving into a whirlpool to get to the Academy hadn’t made it into the rumours about the school. It would be the first thing she told her mum if she lived through this.
‘Okay, our turn,’ Madam Grayson announced, after the other teachers followed the last of the older students into the whirlpool. ‘It’s tradition for the first years to jump in alone rather than in groups, so please form a line.’
‘Let’s get there first,’ Demi said, grabbing Hailey and Jayden’s hands.
Every instinct in Hailey’s body screamed at her to get as far away from the sea as possible. But she let Demi drag her towards it, reminding herself with every shaking step that this was the only way to Poseidon’s Academy. The only way to her being free of her powers.
‘When you get to the Academy, please wait for me in the grounds,’ Madam Grayson instructed. ‘All right, off you go.’
Demi was first. She pivoted around to face Hailey and Jayden, blowing them a kiss. ‘See you on the other side.’ She leapt backwards, vanishing into the churning water.
Hailey gulped; it was her go. She inched forward a few steps and froze, her breath hitching as she peered at the raging water, imagining it sucking her up and throwing her around like a ragdoll while it gleefully drowned her.
Calm down, she told herself, and instinctively raised her eyes to the sky. Its azure blue shade steadied her breathing.
Keeping her eyes on the sky, Hailey gripped her suitcase, took a deep breath, and stepped forward.
Nothing happened.
She went to take another step just as an invisible force yanked her into the sea. A wall of water replaced the sky, spinning around Hailey like a tornado. It didn’t touch her though. Aside from the sea-spray misting her face, she was dry. She dared to take a breath, her muscles un-tensing when salty air flooded her lungs.
Gingerly, Hailey reached out her free hand and trailed her fingers through the swirling water, shivering at its coolness. ‘Incredible,’ she said, right before the water disappeared and she began falling.
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Poseidon’s Academy
Hailey’s feet hit solid ground, and the same salty scent that had hung on her acceptance letter swarmed her nostrils.
‘Welcome to Poseidon’s Academy.’ Master Anderson stood before her, wearing gold shorts and a white polo shirt, and holding a crystal orb—the same one he’d thrown into the sea to create the whirlpool. Hailey wondered how something so small could contain a portal so powerful, and then she looked up, finding the whirlpool spinning two feet above her, ready to drop the next student.
A hand latched around her wrist and jerked her aside. ‘You’re looking the wrong way,’ Demi told her.
Hailey followed her best friend’s gaze and gasped when she saw Poseidon’s Academy.
The palace looked as if it belonged in a fairy tale set in an ice kingdom. Its blue crystal exterior sparkled with the colours of a rainbow as invisible rays of light glinted off its turrets and spires, which rose towards the sapphire blue sea.
The enormous grounds that encircled it were even more enchanting. Sea-anemones and coral formed bright gardens of pinks, purples, blues, and greens. Between them grew trees with coral trunks. One type sprouted big bunches of pearls. Another lot resembled cherry blossom trees, but instead of pink flowers, each tree bloomed a different type of jewel: there were tanzanite trees, aquamarine trees, turquoise trees—basically jewel trees every colour of the sea. There were also trees that looked like weeping willows, with seaweed draping from their branches.
Hailey stared down at the transparent ground, where rainbow reefs grew beneath her feet. Her eyes widened as a school of fish swam by, their tails long like veils, and their scales shiny and iridescent like opals.
Her gaze drifted to the sea surrounding the grounds, which stretched over the top of the palace like a dome of water. She wondered what was keeping it from flooding in on them like a tsunami. Perhaps a spell cast by the goddess Hecate herself, she mused.
‘This place is amazing.’ Jayden gaped, coming to Hailey’s side.
‘It’s unbelievable,’ Hailey agreed, drinking in every inch.
She’d only expected a palace. She’d never thought there’d be grounds surrounding it, or that those grounds would have magical trees growing topaz and lapis lazuli.
‘I’m going to be rich,’ Demi declared, stuffing emeralds the same colour as her eyes into her skirt’s pockets.
‘Demi, no stealing,’ Jayden chided her.
‘I’m not stealing. They’re lying on the ground. And there’s about fifty trees here. I don’t think anyone will miss a few jewels.’
‘Demi, put them back.’
‘But—’
‘Look, I don’t know what the rules are here,’ Jayden said, ‘but stealing jewels could equal expulsion.’
Demi’s eyes widened, and she emptied her pockets so quickly, Hailey thought she’d gained the power of super speed.
About twenty minutes passed before Madam Grayson dropped from the portal. She flicked her long black plait behind her shoulder. ‘You can close it now, Rowan.’
Master Anderson raised the orb and said, ‘Zdaoknav svdaeat.’ The whirlpool descended like a tornado, pouring into the orb, where it swirled inside the blue crystal, raging to be set free again.
Madam Grayson moved to the front of the group, the transparent ground making it look as though she were walking on water. ‘Now that we’re all here, let’s begin the tour,’ she said. ‘Hephaestus created the palace, and the diamond ground. He also designed the invisible force field that keeps the sea from flooding in. Poseidon, with the help of Demeter, created the plant life. And it should go without saying that it’s forbidden to pick or take the jewels and pearls.’ Demi sighed along with several other students. ‘To reduce the chances of humans discovering the palace, Poseidon and Hephaestus created the grounds to travel constantly through the sea,’ Madam Grayson continued. ‘In other words, the palace is always moving, but it’s gradual enough that you won’t feel it. Let’s head inside.’
‘We get to see inside the palace!’ Demi squealed, linking arms with Hailey and Jayden and flitting towards the palace’s mother-of-pearl double doors.
Hailey held her breath in anticipation as she passed into the entryway, hoping the inside was just as magical as the outside.
Thousands—maybe even millions—of white pearls formed the floor, and shells and jewels adorned the frosted crystal walls. On either side of the room, a crystal staircase curved its way upstairs. And in the centre of the open space stood a glass statue of Poseidon raising his trident, ready for battle. Hailey imagined him charging down the stairs, eager to climb into his chariot so he could soar through the infinite sea.
‘You can leave your suitcases here. Someone will bring them up later,’ Madam Grayson instructed the first years.
Demi looped her arms back through Hailey and Jayden’s once they’d added their suitcases to the giant pile. ‘Come on, I wanna be the first one to see our common room.’
They ascended the right staircase, trailing behind Madam Grayson, who led them up three flights of stairs. ‘Your common room is up here,’ she announced, stepping onto an off-shoot staircase.
Puffing, Hailey followed her overseer up the ten steps to the common room, which was enormous and broken into two sections. The half on her left resembled a study area. Scallop-shell chairs surrounded dozens of desks, waiting for students eager to gain knowledge from the hundreds of books that crowded the coral bookcase against the back wall.
The other half of the room was its opposite. An ornate fireplace engraved with sea-monsters and nereids rested against one wall. Driftwood was piled high inside it, tingeing the flickering flames blue and making the common room smell faintly of burning wood. Sofas, armchairs, and floor cushions were scattered around the rest of the space.
Madam Grayson waited patiently for all the first years to file in before she pointed to a door in the centre wall. ‘That door leads to the fourth years’ common room—they use a separate staircase—only go in there if specifically asked by one of them. The boys’ dormitories are through there.’ She pointed to the door on the far left. ‘And the girls’ dormitories are through there.’ She pointed to the door on the far right—just past the fireplace. ‘Names are written on the doors, so find your name, and you’ll have found your dormitory.’
Demi grabbed Hailey’s hand and galloped towards the door leading to the girls’ dorms. She flung it open, revealing a long hallway lined with about twenty-five doors.
Hailey stared down the hallway, suddenly feeling very sick as she realised she’d probably have to share a room with a stranger. What if she didn’t get along with her dorm mate? What if it turned out to be the girl who’d shoved her on Poseidon’s Island? Would Madam Grayson let her switch dorms? Or would she be stuck with a harpy for five years?
Demi didn’t appear fazed by the prospect of having a stranger for a dorm mate. She was already a quarter of the way down the hall, running from side to side scanning doors. As more girls poured in, Hailey decided she’d better get started.
She took a breath and turned to the first door on her left; it contained a single name etched in gold calligraphy: Guinevere Grayson. It took her a moment to realise this was Madam Grayson’s dorm.
‘Hailey, it’s here. We’re together!’ Demi shouted.
Hailey gazed down the hall, seeing nothing but a sea of girls. She pushed her way through the horde, trying to find where her friend’s voice had come from.
‘In here, Hails.’
Hailey spun to her left. Demi motioned at her from inside one of the dormitories, inviting her to come in. ‘It’s so cool,’ she chimed. ‘And we’re roomies.’
Hailey glanced at the door to make sure Demi hadn’t made a mistake. Two names were etched in gold: Demi Evans and Hailey Woods. Hailey traced a finger over the calligraphy, a smile pulling at her lips. It appeared the Tyches of the world had blessed her with good luck today.
Like the common room, the dormitory had two halves, but unlike the common room, they were split lengthways and mirrored each other. A white polished coral desk rested against opposite walls, their bare surfaces and shelves waiting to be cluttered by textbooks and neglected homework. Each desk had a matching scallop-shell chair with coral legs. A few feet from the desks stood mother-of-pearl chests of drawers with seashell-encrusted mirrors hanging above them. And against the centre wall sat two double beds with iridescent blue duvet covers, and sea-silk canopies draping from the ceiling. Beside each one a giant clamshell floated.
Hailey approached one of the floating shells, which opened to reveal a glass and jug of water. ‘It’s a nightstand.’
‘I claim this bed.’ Demi collapsed onto the bed closest to the door.
‘Works for me.’ Hailey leapt onto the bed beside her, sighing in content as the sea-sponge mattress moulded around her body.
A door Hailey hadn’t noticed in the wall across from the beds flung open. The two girls standing on the other side of it looked just as surprised to see Hailey and Demi as they were to see them.
One of the girls had honey blonde hair streaked with red. ‘Sorry,’ Blondie said, her words tinged with an accent. ‘We thought this door might lead to a bathroom.’
‘That’s okay.’ Hailey hopped off the bed and walked up to the two girls. ‘I’m Hailey, and—’
Demi bounded to her side. ‘I’m Demi.’
‘I’m Kora, and this is Tahlia.’ Blondie pointed a thumb at the other girl, whose long ebony hair was gleaming like satin under the crystal orb of light floating beneath the dorm’s ceiling.
‘Are you from Australia?’ Hailey asked, taking a guess at Kora’s accent.
‘Yep.’
‘You must be happy about escaping from the fire-breathing kangaroos,’ Demi said. ‘I heard they kill like one in fifty people.’
Kora and Tahlia burst out laughing, even Hailey cracked a grin.
Demi frowned. ‘What’s so funny?’
‘I think you over exaggerated how many people kangaroos kill,’ Hailey said.
‘Just a little.’ Tahlia smirked, her crystal blue eyes filled with amusement. ‘It’s more like one in fifty-thousand people—and they generally only get a little singed, rather than die.’
‘Oh. Well, that’s not as interesting,’ Demi said. ‘So, what are your powers?’
‘I’m an Asclepius,’ Kora answered. ‘So, if you’re nice to me, I’ll heal any cuts and bruises you get.’
‘I’m a Hypnos,’ Tahlia told them. ‘I can cure insomnia like that.’ She clicked her fingers with a snap. ‘What about your powers?’
Hailey tensed. There it was: the question she’d feared ever since she’d first been asked it in primary school. Demi saved her from answering right away, proudly proclaiming, ‘I’m a Demeter. There’s not a dying plant I can’t save.’
Both Kora and Tahlia’s eyes settled on Hailey, who was biting her lip, trying to think of ways to avoid the question, because she wasn’t ready to relinquish being a nobody. She considered lying and telling them she was something ordinary, like a Hera, but she doubted Demi would let her get away with it. And even if she did, Kora and Tahlia would eventually discover the truth—lying would just delay the inevitable. And they were only two people. She could handle their reaction.
‘I’m a Zeus,’ Hailey confessed and automatically took a step back.
Kora and Tahlia’s jaws dropped.
Demi clapped her hands together. ‘I love it when you tell people.’
Kora, looking as if she’d just found out she had a second power, was the first to speak. ‘There’s one Zeus in the whole world and her dorm is next to mine. So, what can you do? Create monsoons? Blizzards? Hurricanes? What about fireball lightning? That’s a thing, right? Can I see your powers? Please.’
‘I need the sky,’ Hailey said, grateful for the sea above them.
‘Oh, right.’ Kora’s face fell.
‘If you’re a Zeus, why are you here?’ Tahlia asked.
‘Because coming to Poseidon’s Academy is worth giving up my powers for,’ Hailey told the lie she always did when anyone asked her that question. No one knew the real reason—not even her mum. As Zeus’s powers were the rarest, they were also the most coveted, so Hailey figured no one would understand why she didn’t want them.
Kora twirled a strand of blonde hair. ‘I’d sacrifice my powers to get here too.’
‘Please don’t tell anyone I’m a Zeus.’
Tahlia cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why?’
‘Because I don’t want to be swarmed with questions on my first day.’
Kora’s cheeks turned pink. ‘Sorry about that. I promise I won’t tell anyone.’
‘Me too,’ Tahlia agreed. Her eyes flicked to the window to the right of Hailey’s desk. ‘You have a window as well.’ She drifted towards it. ‘And it looks into the back of the grounds, just like ours. Don’t you think that’s weird?’
Hailey walked over and stared out the window. She could see the glistening sea above the palace and the grounds with its glittering jewel trees. There was nothing strange about it as far as she could tell.
Demi scratched her head. ‘What’s weird about it? It’s a window. It’s supposed to look outside.’
Tahlia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Yes, but our dorms aren’t at the back of the palace. Madam Grayson said the fourth years live on the other side of our common room, which means this window should be looking into their dormitories.’
‘Huh.’ Hailey frowned, she’d never even thought about that. ‘How’s that possible?’
‘Magic.’
Hailey looked at Kora, who was leaning against Hailey’s coral desk. ‘Magic?’
‘A Hecate probably spelled it to look into the back of the grounds,’ Kora explained. ‘This palace would be pretty boring if there weren’t windows to look out of.’
Demi reached a hand through the window’s open crystal doors. ‘Wow. It’s real, not an illusion. That’s so cool.’
‘All first years report back to the common room,’ Madam Grayson called from the hallway.
Demi’s face lit up. ‘The tour’s back on.’ She ran to the door, yanking it open and vanishing into the hallway.
‘Is she always like this?’ Tahlia asked.
‘Only when she’s excited—so yeah, pretty much.’
‘Well, I like her,’ Kora said, heading towards the door with Hailey and Tahlia.
They caught up to Demi in the common room, where the atmosphere had drastically changed. The first years no longer stood in silence; most of them were busy chatting to someone—their new dorm mate if Hailey had to guess.
Madam Grayson called for silence. ‘Thank you,’ she said when the common room fell quiet. ‘On the first day of the year, a dinner is thrown to welcome students back, so let’s head to the main hall.’




4
Exciting News
Madam Grayson led the first years back to the entryway, where she ushered them through a wide archway between the two staircases. The room they entered was longer than it was wide, stretching the length of two Olympic-size swimming pools. Over fifty mother-of-pearl tables filled the vast space, each one bordered by ten scallop-shell chairs. Gold plates, goblets, and cutlery covered each table, glittering under the light cast by the big shining orbs floating beneath the ceiling.
‘This is the main hall.’ Madam Grayson attempted to speak over the other students’ echoing chatter. ‘Find a seat, and when dinner is over head back to the common room.’
‘There’s some free tables over there,’ Demi said before vanishing into the crowd.
Hailey followed after her, weaving between furniture and students towards the front of the hall, where she dropped down at a vacant table with her best friend. A table twice as long as theirs stretched fifteen feet in front of them. Teachers sat behind it, scanning the hall, alert for any signs of trouble.
‘Jayden, we’re here.’ Demi waved at Jayden, who was moving towards the other empty tables with the rest of the first years.
‘I was afraid I’d never see you again,’ Jayden said, plunking himself down next to Demi.
‘Who are your friends?’ Demi asked, staring curiously at the two boys who sat down beside him.
‘This is Alec.’ Jayden gestured to the lanky boy with blond hair on his right, who shyly met their gazes before lowering his eyes to the table and feigning interest in its shell border. ‘And this is Aaron.’ He gestured to the other boy, who had tousled brown hair and thick arms that you could only get from lifting weights—or being a Heracles. He smiled at them. ‘Alec, Aaron, this is Hailey and Demi.’
‘Nice to meet you,’ Hailey said. ‘Are one of you Jayden’s dorm mate?’
‘Nah, we’re roomies.’ Aaron nudged his head at Alec, who was busy polishing a shell with his finger. ‘But our dorm is next to Jayden’s, and he came in to say hi.’
‘Who’s your dorm mate then?’ Demi asked Jayden.
Jayden flashed a grin that said he was about to make Demi very jealous. ‘Actually, I’ve got a dorm all to myself.’
‘Well, I think having your best friend as your dorm mate is better than being on your own,’ Demi argued, Hailey tuning her and Jayden’s argument out as she turned her attention to the rest of the hall.
She noticed some of the older students staring at the ceiling or at their laps. Why do they look so nervous? Shouldn’t they be the confident ones? But the really strange thing was the dirty glances those students were receiving from other people, who pointed at them as they whispered to their friends. It was like—
‘Welcome everyone.’ A woman no older than thirty stood before the teachers’ table. She had flawless skin and curtains of platinum blonde hair that draped over her pale blue flowing dress.
Hailey’s jaw dropped. The woman was a nereid. An actual sea-nymph, who was standing so close Hailey could have reached out and touched her.
The nereid waited for silence, her dress seeming to shimmer like the iridescent scales of a fish when she moved. ‘I would like to welcome the older students back, and to the new students, I’m Amathia. I look forward to becoming acquainted with each of you.’ Amathia’s turquoise-coloured eyes fell on Hailey briefly before shifting elsewhere. ‘Being the beginning of the year, I will uphold tradition and recount the creation of Poseidon’s Academy before revealing some exciting news… After the gods’ demise, I continued to reside here with six of my sisters. As the centuries passed, I found the palace too large for us and proposed the idea of converting it into a school, where students could learn the true accounts of history and how to harness their powers.’
Hailey’s eyes widened; Amathia had been alive when the gods ruled. She’d heard nymphs could live a long time, but over 1600 years was a really long time.
‘My sisters, however, rejected my plans,’ Amathia continued, briefly touching the blue glass teardrop that hung from a chain around her neck. ‘I wearied of attempting to persuade them a school was a worthy idea five years ago and opened Poseidon’s Academy without their consent. And here we are today.’
The students clapped and cheered. Hailey wondered what had happened to the other nereids after Amathia had gone behind their backs. Probably moved out.
‘Now for my exciting news,’ Amathia said when the applause died. ‘Poseidon’s Academy was meant to be open to all students. By this I mean I not only wished to teach those possessing god powers, but also those possessing unique powers—I believe you refer to them as Others.’
Others? Hailey frowned. Others were humans the gods’ powers had mutated in, creating powers never before seen. They’d been treated as outcasts since the first one emerged almost four centuries ago, forced to go to separate schools to those with god powers.
‘After numerous enquiries to the School Board, they have finally agreed to allow Others—which I will now refer to as Uniques—to attend here on a trial basis for the year.’
The reaction that followed was varied. Some students shouted in outrage, others gaped, and some gazed around curiously, trying to spot the new additions to the Academy. It wasn’t hard to see who the Others were; they were the ones slumping down in their chairs, attempting to hide from the students’ glares.
Hailey had always envied Others a little, because being one meant you didn’t share powers with a god, so there were no expectations. For the same reason, she also found them intriguing and had always wanted to meet one so she could see what unique powers they had. She wondered what the ones here could do. Control electricity? Suck the oxygen from the room? Climb up walls?
Amathia raised her voice above the students’ cries of protest. ‘I expect you to make the new students feel welcome. I would also like to introduce a new teacher, who has kindly volunteered her services to us from one of the Uniques’ schools. Please welcome Madam Norwood.’ Amathia extended her hand to the teachers’ table behind her, where a middle-aged woman rose to her feet. She smiled tightly as the teachers and a few students—including Hailey and her friends—clapped.
Madam Norwood sat down once the languid applause died. Amathia spoke again. ‘Now that the exciting news is over with, I will remind you that you are prohibited from speaking or approaching my sisters.’ Her eyes hardened as she said this, but a second later she smiled again. ‘Let us eat.’
Hailey turned back to her friends, eager to discuss Amathia’s news. Demi and Jayden were staring at Alec, who was gazing at the table like his life depended on it, and Aaron, who was so tense the veins in his neck were popping out.
Hailey felt like an idiot for not working out who they were sooner. ‘You’re Others—I mean Uniques—aren’t you?’ she asked, making a mental note never to use the word “Other” again.
‘Yes, we are,’ Aaron replied defensively.
‘Awesome.’ Jayden patted him on the back, acting as if Aaron had told them he could conjure a rainfall of coins.
‘Wow.’ Demi gaped. ‘I’ve always wanted to meet an Other.’
Aaron raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re okay with us being Others?’
‘Yeah,’ Hailey said. ‘You’re more interesting than anyone with god powers.’
Alec finally looked up. ‘Really?’
Hailey nodded along with Demi and Jayden, then found herself asking the question she avoided. ‘Do you mind telling us what your powers are?’ She knew it would lead to them asking her the same thing, but she was too curious about theirs to care.
Aaron grinned with the same proudness Demi did whenever she revealed her powers. ‘I can create a force field.’
‘I can walk through walls,’ Alec said.
‘Jeez, and all I can do is control water.’
‘You’re a Poseidon then?’ Alec asked Jayden.
Jayden nodded, leaning back in his chair. ‘Yep, so I should feel right at home here.’
‘I’m a Demeter,’ Demi informed them, her proud smile returning.
Aaron’s gaze shifted to Hailey. ‘And you?’
Hailey felt like she owed Alec and Aaron an honest answer, since they’d shared their powers with her. She leaned forward so no one at the surrounding tables could hear, and whispered, ‘I’m a Zeus.’
Alec’s eyes widened, but he didn’t say anything. Aaron, however, smirked as he said, ‘I guess that makes you an outcast like us, being the only one of your kind and all.’
Hailey smiled back, never thinking of it like that before. ‘I guess it does.’
Jayden tapped his hands on the table. ‘I’m starving. Where’s the food?’
A mixture of smells that included honey-glazed ham, garlic bread, and coconut rice had Hailey glancing around. She expected to see servers making the rounds. But all she saw were students gobbling down food and no sign of where they’d gotten it from.
‘Hey, why are we the only ones with empty plates?’ Demi flicked the empty gold plate in front of her.
Hailey caught a glimpse of Madam Grayson sitting at the teachers’ table. She met Hailey’s gaze and mouthed watch as she placed her hands on her plate and closed her eyes. The plate was empty one second, and the next a green salad peppered with roast pumpkin and feta appeared.
Hailey blinked. Did a salad just appear out of thin air?
She’d heard of conjurers, but not of plates that conjured food. Of course, she’d never heard of whirlpools acting as portals or trees growing jewels before either.
Copying Madam Grayson’s example, Hailey touched the rim of her gold plate and closed her eyes. The first thing that popped into her head was the chocolate-chip pancakes her mum had cooked for lunch.
The buttery smell of batter and the sweet scent of chocolate drifted up Hailey’s nostrils. She opened her eyes to find a stack of steaming pancakes on her plate. ‘The plates…’ the words fell away when she saw her friends already wolfing down food.
‘Conjure food,’ Demi finished for her. ‘We know,’ she said, biting into a brownie, having skipped to dessert.
‘Alec worked it out,’ Jayden told her, picking up a slice of margherita pizza, a string of cheese oozing over his fingers. ‘He’s really smart.’
‘I only know because my dad’s an archaeologist, and he’s come across plates like this before.’
‘Really? How do they work?’ Hailey asked, curious to know how food could just appear out of thin air.
Alec pushed around a roast potato on his plate, appearing too nervous to eat. ‘All I know is that Hephaestus created them.’
‘That makes sense,’ Hailey said, cutting into her pancake stake. Anything magical—like Poseidon’s palace—could usually be linked to the god of fire and metalworking.
Tentatively, she skewered a piece of pancake with her fork and popped it into her mouth. She expected it to disappear or taste like cardboard. But it tasted like her mum’s: overly sweet and gooey in the middle.
‘So, what are your stories?’ Demi asked Alec and Aaron, taking another bite of her brownie.
Aaron swallowed a mouthful of spaghetti. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You know, where are you from? How did you two meet?—I’m assuming you know each other, because you act like it. I need to know this stuff if we’re going to be friends,’ Demi said matter-of-factly.
Alec and Aaron exchanged a look, as if deciding whether Demi was being serious or not. ‘Okay,’ Aaron eventually said. ‘We’re both from the UK—Manchester, specifically. I moved there with my parents and sister when I was ten. I met Alec at Manchester’s Primary School for Others. He was new, too, and we just kind of became friends.’ Aaron twirled his fork, flecks of marinara sauce landing on the table. ‘Did I pass? Can we be friends now?’
‘I feel like I don’t know you well enough yet,’ Demi teased, using her spoon to scoop up the side serving of vanilla ice cream she’d conjured. ‘Did you live somewhere before Manchester?’
‘Lots of places,’ Aaron said, shovelling more spaghetti onto his fork. ‘But Alec’s the one with the really interesting background. Go on, tell them where you’re from.’
‘I’m originally from Manchester,’ Alec began in a reserved voice, still pushing around the roast potato on his plate. ‘But because my dad’s an archaeologist, he was always going on digs. My mum and I moved to wherever the dig was. I spent three years in Greece, two in Rome, and one in Egypt before we moved back to England.’
‘You must have changed schools a lot,’ Hailey said as she conjured a mint-chocolate milkshake in her goblet.
Alec shook his head. ‘No. My mum and dad are Athenas, so they home-schooled me while we lived overseas. Manchester’s Primary School was the first school I’d ever been to. We moved back because my parents thought I needed to be more social,’ he added quietly, blushing.
‘So, what about you three. What are your stories?’ Aaron asked.
‘We’ve been friends since grade one,’ Demi said, licking chocolate sauce off her fingers before launching into a detailed history of their friendship. Hailey could tell from the glazed look in Aaron’s eyes that he regretted the question almost immediately. Unfortunately for him and Alec, they had to endure Demi’s babbling for another twenty minutes before the scraping of chairs against the pearl floor saved them.
‘Looks like it’s time to head back up,’ Jayden said, watching the hall empty.
Demi leapt up. ‘I can’t wait to unpack.’
Madam Grayson patiently waited for all the first years to file back into the common room.
‘I have to tell you about classes so listen up. You’ve been separated into six groups. You’ll find your group number at the top of your timetable, which has been left in your dormitory—along with your suitcase. Classes start tomorrow at 8.30. And I’m sure I needn’t remind you that any power misuse will result in wearing a neutralising bracelet.’
The threat was lost on Hailey, who suppressed a laugh. Neutralising bracelets blocked the wearer’s powers. They’d originally been invented as a punishment for criminals, but were now used in schools as well.
‘Later, boys,’ Demi said after Madam Grayson dismissed them. ‘Let’s go, Hails.’
Hailey waved goodbye to Jayden, Alec, and Aaron before disappearing back to her dorm with Demi, where she found her blue polka-dot suitcase resting beside her bed with a green piece of paper perched on top.
She grabbed it, her grin widening with every subject she saw: Ancient History, Monsters and Creatures of the World, Creative Arts…
‘Ugh, they teach Maths, Science, and English here too,’ Demi moaned. ‘And PE, that’s even worse,’ she proclaimed, dropping down on her bed with a huff.
‘Physical Education isn’t that bad, and there’s plenty of other interesting subjects.’
Demi sighed, unconvinced.
‘What group are you in?’
Demi peered down at her matching green timetable. ‘Three.’
‘Me too.’
That cheered her up. ‘Thank the Tyches.’
Hailey placed her timetable on her nightstand, hoping the clamshell wouldn’t eat it, and turned back to her suitcase, eager to clutter the room with her things. She unzipped her bag and gasped.
A painting of herself stared back at her. She stood on a shoreline, dark waves caressing her feet. Her eyes were her favourite shade: azure blue—the colour of a cloudless sky. She gazed up at the twinkling night sky, one arm raised towards a cloud that had parted to reveal a full moon. Its beam fell on Hailey’s face, making her pale skin glow and her long auburn hair glimmer.
A sticky note clung to the bottom. For when you miss the sky xx Mum
So this was why her mum had banned her from the studio.
‘It’s beautiful,’ Demi cooed, appearing at Hailey’s side. ‘Where are you putting it?’
Hailey lifted up the painting, which smelled like her mum’s vanilla perfume. ‘Um, I think above the desk.’
‘Good idea.’ Demi picked up the amber eyedropper bottle that Evonee had also snuck into Hailey’s suitcase. Its label read Anywhere Stick. ‘You hold and I’ll stick,’ she instructed Hailey, squeezing the eyedropper over the wood on the back of the canvas.
Hailey pressed the painting to the wall and stood back to admire her mother’s masterpiece. Her new dorm felt homier already.
‘I wish I had a cool painting of myself to stare at,’ Demi remarked, strolling back to her own side as Hailey dug into her suitcase and pulled out her new stationary kit. Her mum had bought it yesterday so that Hailey wouldn’t have an excuse not to write her every day—students weren’t allowed to bring their mobile phones to the Academy, so it was back to writing good old fashioned letters. She sat at her coral desk and began writing, thanking her mum for the painting and telling her she’d arrived at the palace, which was amazing.
She never got to tell her mum why it was amazing, though, because at that moment, her hand started trembling.
‘Hailey? What’s wrong?’ Demi, who had been busy stuffing drawers, rushed over.
‘I don’t know.’ Hailey fought for control of her hand, which had put tiny ink dots all over her letter. ‘It won’t stop shaking.’
‘I’ll get Madam Gray—’
The pen slipped from between Hailey’s fingers, her hand turning limp. ‘No, it’s okay.’ Slowly, she raised her hand, rotating it to make sure she had control back. ‘That was weird.’
Demi picked up the pen and studied it. ‘Did your mum buy this from a joke shop?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No, it’s a normal pen. It worked fine until I went to write about the palace…’ The palace the nereids want to keep a secret. Things that hadn’t made sense to Hailey earlier clicked into place. ‘That’s it. It was the palace.’
Demi frowned. ‘What was the palace?’
‘Didn’t you find it weird you’d never heard about a whirlpool being the portal to Poseidon’s Academy, or that jewel and pearl trees grow in the grounds? Aren’t those the things you’d expect people to brag about?’
‘Yeah, that is strange. But what does that have to do with your hand?’
Hailey grinned, pleased with herself for making the connection. ‘Someone did something to the palace so that you can’t tell anybody who hasn’t been here about it. That’s why my hand kept shaking until I dropped the pen.’
‘So the palace can protect itself. I have to try.’ Demi’s hand shook the moment she touched Hailey’s pen to paper. ‘Cool.’




5
Classes Begin
The next morning, something that sounded like a horn tore Hailey from her dreams. She bolted up in bed, staring at the unfamiliar surroundings for a moment before remembering where she was and relaxing—at least until the horn blared again.
‘Ugh,’ Demi grumbled, pulling a pillow over her head. ‘What’s that horrible noise?’
The horn bellowed a third time. ‘I’m guessing a conch shell.’
Demi tossed her pillow, sending it smacking against the wall. ‘I have to wake up to that every morning? It’s worse than my alarm clock.’
‘Come on, it’s our first day of classes.’
That got Demi’s attention. She flew out of bed and lunged for her uniform, which hung on the door next to Hailey’s. She was dressed in seconds.
Demi tapped her foot impatiently at Hailey, who was pulling on her knee-high socks. ‘Hurry up, Hails. We don’t want to be late for our first day.’
‘You’re the one who didn’t want to get out of bed,’ Hailey pointed out, walking towards her uniform. She stepped into her midnight blue skirt, the hemline resting a few inches above her knees, and pulled on her button-down light blue shirt. Her striped midnight blue and gold tie went on next, which she got Demi to help her do up.
‘You’ll get the hang of it in no time, Hails,’ Demi assured her, making a perfect knot. ‘It only took my dad two lessons to make me an expert.’
The “d” word shot a jolt of pain through Hailey’s chest, and she automatically grabbed the gold heart pendant hanging on a chain around her neck. Her name was engraved on it in her dad’s elegant cursive. He’d been a Hephaestus, and had used his powers to make it for her on her eighth birthday. He’d died that same day.
‘Your eyes are grey today,’ Demi noted, holding out Hailey’s midnight blue blazer, which had the Academy’s emblem—a gold trident with the letters P and A encircled by a swirl of water—stitched onto the breast pocket.
Hailey shrugged on the blazer. ‘Must be raining above the surface.’ She slipped her feet into her black buckle-up shoes and stared into the mirror above her chest of drawers, a smile creeping across her face as she admired her new uniform. She was actually at Poseidon’s Academy, about to start classes. This was the first day of her life for the next five years, which she imagined would be the best five years ever, because she’d be free from the burden of her powers, and she’d be living in an Olympian gods’s palace—who knew what kind of magical things she’d come across in here.
‘Let’s go.’ Demi flung open the door.
Hailey hesitated, suddenly remembering she’d told Alec, Aaron, Kora, and Tahlia about her powers. They’d promised they wouldn’t tell anyone, but she didn’t know them well enough to trust them yet. What if they’d blurted to everyone about her being a Zeus? By now all the first years could know, and even the older students.
‘Hailey, why are you just standing there?’ Demi asked from the hallway.
‘I’m coming,’ she said, slinging her book bag over her shoulder and edging into the hallway, expecting to be accosted by a horde of girls. Her shoulders relaxed slightly when not a single person looked her way.
‘I can’t wait for our first class,’ Demi said, bounding down the hallway. ‘And breakfast. We get to have whatever we want. I’m having waffles with ice cream,’ she declared, throwing the door to the common room open.
Hailey tensed. A few dozen students lounged on the sofas and armchairs, chatting to their friends. A couple of them gazed up when the door clicked shut behind Hailey, but their eyes only lingered for a second. Hailey smiled. Her new friends had kept her secret. She knew she couldn’t keep her powers hidden forever, especially when one of her classes was Powers. But for right now, she loved being ordinary.
After eating breakfast, Hailey, Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron headed to their first class—by the luck of the Tyches, they were all in group three. They followed the map on the back of their timetables, venturing through the left arch in the entryway and making their way through a maze of hallways before they came to a mother-of-pearl door engraved with the words Ancient History. Hailey gazed at it with wonder, curious to know what awaited her on the other side. She imagined a museum crowded with ancient artefacts thought to have been lost after the Great Battle, like Poseidon’s earth-trembling trident, and Hades’s cap of—
The door swung open, revealing Amathia. She smiled at the first years. ‘Good morning. Please come in and find a seat.’ She glided from the door, her blue shimmering dress flowing behind her.
Hailey expected to see the museum she’d envisioned. Disappointment greeted her instead. The room was simply a classroom filled with coral desks and scallop-shell chairs. The only ancient-looking things were the yellowing pieces of parchment that lined the jewel and shell-decorated crystal walls. Each piece was different, with some containing detailed family trees that dated all the way back to the Protogenoi—the primordial gods who’d created the world—and others showing drawings of gods, such as Nemesis, and people, such as Perseus, with copious information scrawled beneath them.
Amathia stood before a long polished coral desk covered in stacked papers, books, and pens. The only other thing on it was a crystal orb that looked similar to the one Master Anderson had thrown into the sea, except it was twice as big and clear rather than blue.
‘Come. There’s no need to be frightened,’ Amathia said warmly.
‘Hurry up,’ Demi prompted Hailey and the boys, leading them to the front row, which everyone else was avoiding, no doubt feeling a little intimidated by the 1600-year-old nymph standing at the front of the room.
Hailey dropped into a seat a few desks across from where Amathia stood. She supposed having the class taught by a nereid would make up for the lack of artefacts.
‘Welcome to your first Ancient History lesson,’ Amathia said when everyone was seated. ‘Today’s focus will be on how your ancestors inherited the gods’ powers. I believe it more beneficial to show rather than tell, which is why I use a watwdaom nnavv.’
A what? Hailey waited for Amathia to explain—and hopefully translate—what she was talking about. Instead, she pressed her fingers to the crystal orb on her desk.
White light enveloped the room, forcing Hailey to close her eyes against the brightness. When she opened them, she gasped. She wasn’t in the Ancient History classroom anymore. She was standing on the rocky terrain of a cliff’s ledge, staring at a battle raging a hundred feet beneath her.
Humans garbed in armour rode elephants and horses, and tens of thousands more acted as foot soldiers, brandishing swords, axes, and spears. The clash and clang of their weapons and their war cries reverberated off the encircling cliffs as they battled their enemy.
The gods! Hailey gaped, watching them dispatch dozens of humans at a time with their powers. She wanted to scream and run away, but her legs wouldn’t move. She was forced to watch as the Olympians, by far the most powerful gods on the battlefield, murdered her ancestors…
Zeus turned the sky black, commanding dozens of explosive lightning strikes that filled the plain with ear-splitting thunder and sent thick smoke curling into the air from the fires left in their stead. Poseidon drove his glowing trident into the ground, opening gaping rifts that swallowed everyone in their path. Ares mercilessly wielded his sword, slashing through human after human, leaving his hands and armour dripping with blood. Athena whirled her spear around, skewering anyone who came too close.
Apollo’s hands glowed, sunlight bursting from his outstretched palms, blinding and scorching everyone within twenty feet. Artemis fired off arrows while commanding an army of ferocious beasts that used their pointed teeth and enormous talons to maim and kill their victims. Aphrodite bewitched males with pink mist she blew from her mouth, forcing them to turn on their allies. And Hera threw crackling white fireballs, incinerating the humans they collided with.
Demeter, Hermes, Hephaestus, and Hestia were the only Olympians Hailey couldn’t spot among the chaos.
She’d read about the Great Battle between gods and humans when she was younger—even seen the movies—but the stories didn’t come close to portraying the devastation and terror of the battle.
Corpses were piling up on the ground below, tainting the air with the sharp metallic scent of blood. If Hailey had had control of her body, she would have thrown up. But she remained trapped, watching the gods slaughter her ancestors, who fell by the hundreds.
And then things changed.
Screams pierced the air, and the gods collapsed one by one. Deserves you right, Hailey thought, watching the gods squirm in pain as their immortality expired.
Hailey spun around, or more like her body did without her permission, to face a wall of rock. ‘Odina,’ she called in a voice that wasn’t hers.
A hand the same grey shade as the rocks reached from the wall. Hailey clasped it with slender fingers—fingers that weren’t hers. It wasn’t her body, she realised.
It’s Amathia’s!
Hailey didn’t have time to dwell on the discovery. The hand yanked her towards the wall, and she braced for pain. But instead of smashing into the rock, she passed through it, her body overcome with airiness, like she was floating, for a split second before she emerged in another surrounding.
This time, rather than standing on a cliff’s ledge watching a battle unfold beneath her, Hailey stood at the base of a cliff. The sea roared around her, its waves crashing against the rock she was balancing on, threatening to knock her onto one of the many jagged rocks encircling her.
But the danger of falling was lost on Hailey, who stared towards the land. In the distance, numerous fires burned. Thick acrid smoke rose from the angry flames, blackening the sky. The fires were too far away to see what was burning, but Hailey was pretty sure it was the gods’ temples and shrines: the sacred places her ancestors had built so they could worship the gods.
The sky rumbled with an invisible storm, and shimmering gold sparks showered through the black smoke like glittering rain. Hailey wanted to reach a hand up and touch the falling sparks. But her body—Amathia’s body—dove off the rock.
Everything flashed white, and Amathia’s classroom reappeared. Hailey looked to make sure her friends were beside her. Each of them wore matching expressions of amazement and bewilderment, which told her they’d shared in her experience. She still had absolutely no idea what had happened though. How it was possible she’d travelled back in time to watch the Great Battle.
‘Welcome back.’ Amathia’s voice drew Hailey’s attention to the front, where she found an amused smile curving her teacher’s lips. ‘I do apologise for not explaining what a watwdaom nnavv was before activating it, but as I said at the beginning of class, I prefer to show rather than tell,’ Amathia said. ‘Watwdaom nnavv translates to memory ball.’ Amathia extended a hand to the crystal orb on her desk. ‘This is a memory ball. To make it work, you think of a memory and touch it. It will then mentally transport everyone in the room into that memory.’
Hailey nodded in understanding, realising she’d been in Amathia’s body, unable to control it because it was Amathia’s memory. Her initial expectations of Ancient History being taught in a museum seemed dull and boring now. She’d witnessed the Great Battle. Watched her ancestors defeat the gods. And seen the gods’ powers rain from the sky. She was lost for words at how incredible that was. Yes, it had also been terrifying, but all she felt now was exhilaration at having travelled back in time, more or less.
‘I understand that memory would have been very disturbing for most of you, but the watwdaom nnavv dulls any distressing emotions once you’ve left the memory,’ Amathia explained. ‘Now it’s time to assess your extent of knowledge,’ Amathia said once the first years had had a chance to comprehend what had just happened. ‘Who can tell me what battle was being fought and why?’ Several students raised their hands. Amathia pointed to a girl with thick golden-brown hair. ‘Please say your name before answering.’
‘Kendra Adams.’ The girl straightened in her seat. ‘It was the Great Battle. It broke out when humans stopped worshipping the gods. The gods thought if they slaughtered enough humans they could intimidate the rest back into worshipping them. But our ancestors were smarter,’ she added with a hint of a smile.
Amathia nodded. ‘Very good, Kendra. The gods couldn’t allow your ancestors to cease worshipping them, for Zeus had made a grave mistake centuries before. He had learned from his predecessors, the Titans, that being worshipped significantly increased a god’s powers. For this reason, he created the human race. What he didn’t realise was that the gods’ bodies would become dependent on being worshipped, and without it they would fall into non-existence. The gods hid this weakness from humans, but one did learn of it. How he did is unknown. What we do know is that he used the knowledge to end the gods. Who can tell me the name of this crusader and how he triumphed?’
Alec raised his hand. ‘I’m Alec Parker,’ he said shyly. ‘His name was Nikolai,’ he continued, his voice turning confident as he answered the question. ‘He secretly recruited a small number of followers, and they spent the next year travelling the lands, informing everyone they met of the gods’ weakness and organising a mass rebellion. He knew that as soon as the gods found out about it, there’d be a battle. So, he informed the women and men unable to fight that when the battle broke out, they were to burn the gods’ sacred places, as this would accelerate their deaths.’
‘You know your history,’ Amathia said with a look of approval that made Alec blush. ‘By the time the gods discovered they had been fooled, it was too late. They retreated to Olympus, where they faded into oblivion. Their powers, however, remained intact and fell from the sky to your ancestors. And since then, they have been passed down through the generations. Of course, not all humans believe the gods to be dead,’ Amathia went on. ‘As I’m sure you all know, a prophecy was foretold after their demise…’
Hailey froze. No. Please don’t say it. Please.
‘…The prophecy says, “the gods will one day return to claim back their thrones. Only the one born with the powers of Zeus, who can shoot lightning from their hands, will be able to defeat them”.’
Hailey sank down in her chair, focusing her eyes on her notebook, because one thing was always guaranteed whenever someone quoted the prophecy: people stared at her. She didn’t understand why, because as far as she was concerned, the prophecy had nothing to do with her, since Hailey—like every Zeus before her—could not shoot lightning from her hands.
And even if she could and the gods did magically come back to life, it hardly seemed fair that she—a thirteen year old—should bear the sole responsibility of protecting the world from them.
‘But many do not believe in this prophecy,’ Amathia continued, ‘arguing that if the gods were alive, they would have re-emerged by now. And also that their powers would never have been passed down in the first place.’
Hailey dared to look up, not being able to stand the building tension anymore. Her body un-tensed when she saw everyone scribbling down notes. Of course they weren’t staring at her; they didn’t know the truth—not yet anyway.
Hailey had changed into her sportswear—a light blue polo shirt and midnight blue shorts—and was standing in what was supposed to be the gym. There were no hoops, painted lines, or equipment. It was simply a large empty space with a sea-sponge floor. She would have thought she was in the wrong place, except that everyone in group three was there, too, looking as confused by their surroundings as her.
‘How are we meant to play sports in an empty gym?’ Jayden asked, scratching his head.
Demi crossed her arms with a huff. ‘He’ll probably make us run laps.’
Aaron clapped his hands together. ‘Sounds like fun.’
‘No, it doesn’t,’ Alec grumbled, looking as unhappy about being there as Demi.
Hailey wasn’t the biggest fan of PE either, but she wasn’t ready to join in Demi and Alec’s sulking yet. She couldn’t imagine a normal PE class being taught at Poseidon’s Academy, where everything from the plates to the trees was outlandish and magical.
She imagined the empty gym transforming into something extraordinary—like a mini sea. Hailey scanned for drains in the walls that would allow water to flow into the room, as well as a few dolphins who would offer students a ride on their backs.
The gym’s double doors swung open and Master Anderson, dressed in gold shorts and a white polo shirt again, marched in. ‘Welcome to Physical Education. My name is Master Anderson, and I’ll be your PE teacher for the next few years. You’re probably wondering where the sports equipment is. Well, there isn’t any, because we don’t play ball games at Poseidon’s Academy. Here, PE is about learning to defend yourselves against other people’s powers—in other words, self-defence.’ Master Anderson glanced at Jayden, who had raised his hand. ‘Yes?’
So much for swimming with dolphins, Hailey thought with a sigh.
‘Isn’t powers meant to teach us how to use our abilities in a defensive situation?’
‘Yes, but in PE you won’t be learning to use your powers in defence. You’ll be learning to use physical prowess.’
‘Why do we need to learn to defend ourselves without our powers?’ Aaron asked.
Master Anderson smirked in a way that said he got asked that question a lot. ‘Every power has a weakness, and if your opponent works out yours, you’ll be helpless—unless you know how to fight back physically.’
The way Master Anderson was talking made it sound as if an attacker lurked around every corner. But Hailey had to admit his logic seemed smart, especially when she’d voluntarily repressed her powers. It’d be good for her to know how to fight back if someone decided to take advantage of that little fact.
‘First PE lessons are always a shock, but I promise you’ll learn to enjoy the classes,’ Master Anderson said, noting the gaping mouths and dumbfounded looks on the first years’ faces. ‘Today we’re going outside, so follow me.’
‘I’m glad I’ve read a book on martial arts,’ Alec remarked.
‘I think I’m going to enjoy PE,’ Demi said, her pout transforming into a smile.
Master Anderson led them to the back of the palace, where a bizarre bluish-green grass coated the ground. It felt soft and squishy beneath Hailey’s shoes, like she was walking on spongy rubber.
‘I want everyone paired up. Nominate someone to be the villain, meaning you can use your powers, and someone to be the hero, whose job is to subdue the villain without
using their powers,’ Master Anderson instructed. ‘Today I’ll be assessing your defensive skills to see how much work is needed, so do your best and begin when ready.’
‘Do you want to be the hero or the villain?’ Demi asked Hailey.
Hailey’s heart squeezed as she glanced up to find water instead of the sky. ‘I can’t use my powers, so I guess that makes me the hero.’
Demi rubbed her hands together. ‘Sounds good to me.’
‘Let’s star—’ Hailey’s words fell away as a shadow swept over her, and a shower of pearls pelted her head. ‘Ouch,’ she yelped, diving free of the pearls while cursing herself for being stupid enough to stand near a tree when her opponent was a Demeter. She leapt back up and charged at her best friend.
Demi smirked and raised her hands.
The grass exploded up, growing as tall as the jewel trees, forcing Hailey to skid to a stop. She tried to peek through to see what Demi was up to on the other side, but it was too thick. With a shrug, she decided to take a chance and bolted forward.
The grass’s squishy blades brushed against her skin, tickling her nose with the scent of salt, as she charged through the forest of aqua and smashed into Demi, tackling her to the ground.
‘Ow,’ Demi whined.
Hailey jumped up and grinned down at her opponent. ‘I win.’
‘Beginner’s luck.’ Demi climbed back to her feet. ‘I demand a rematch.’
‘You’ll only lose again,’ Hailey teased.
Demi poked out her tongue and got to work on shrinking the grass and pearl tree back to their normal sizes.
Hailey gazed around to see how the other first years were doing. She spotted Jayden, Alec, and Aaron—their class must’ve been an odd number—sparring with each other a few pairs over.
Jayden kicked his leg out to trip Alec, but it passed straight through him—it appeared Alec could do more than walk through walls. Jayden looked as surprised by this as Hailey. But he only faltered for a second, quickly jumping back into defensive mode and launching at Alec.
Aaron leapt in front of him with raised palms, and Jayden realised too late what was happening. He bounced off Aaron’s invisible force field and landed with a thud, looking less than pleased. He swiped his hand at Alec and Aaron, who were too busy chuckling to notice the gesture, and a rogue wave roared through the grounds’ force field, crashing over the two boys, silencing their laughter.
Hailey, however, was struggling to breathe she was laughing so hard. Self-defence wasn’t as fun as she imagined swimming in a miniature sea would be, but, from the looks of things, it definitely wasn’t going to be boring.
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Wednesday’s Timetable
Hailey felt like she was marching towards a fireball squad the next morning as she headed down the stairs with her friends to Powers: the class where everyone would learn she was a Zeus.
Primary school had been the first place she’d had to tell a classroom about her powers. The other kids had only been six, but they’d known being a Zeus was a rarity as much as any thirteen year old. Her mind drifted back to what had happened during lunch break…
Hailey stood eating a peanut butter sandwich by a vegetable garden—carrots, lettuce, and corn peeking from the composted soil—as she watched the other kids play on the playground, the squeak of swings and laughter filling the air.

Two girls marched up to Hailey from the playground.

‘Make the sky pink,’ the one wearing pigtails demanded.
‘And the clouds purple,’ the one wearing plaits ordered.
Hailey gulped down her bite of sandwich. ‘I… I don’t know how.’

Pigtails shoved her, Hailey’s sandwich flying from her hand as she hit the pavement, her knees and hands stinging. ‘Do it!’
‘Or we’ll use our Ares powers on you,’ Plaits threatened, balling her hand into a fist.

Tears burned Hailey’s throat, but she swallowed them down and got back to her feet. She extended her hands towards the blue sky and wispy white clouds, a trickle of warmth leaking down to her fingertips as she imagined the sky changing to pink and the clouds to purple. Pink sky. Purple clouds. Pink sky. Purple clouds, she repeated in her head over and over, her hands shaking as she poured everything into giving the girls what they wanted, afraid they’d break her bones if she failed.

‘Why isn’t it pink?’ Pigtails demanded, her hands on her hips.
‘The clouds are still boring white,’ Plaits huffed. ‘That’s it.’ She drew her leg back, and Hailey braced herself for pain.
‘Leave her alone!’ another girl shouted as Pigtails yelped and smacked to the ground, weeds from the garden having wrapped around her ankles.
‘You’re dead!’ Plaits shouted at the girl, just as the tap next to the vegetable garden spurted to life, shooting a jet of water right into Plaits’s face. She screamed, running away, her friend quickly chasing after her.

‘Hope I didn’t get any water on you,’ a boy said, shutting the tap off with a swipe of his hand.
‘Thanks,’ Hailey said to her rescuers, wiping at a tear leaking down her cheek. ‘I’m Hailey.’
‘I’m Demi,’ the girl who’d controlled the weeds said. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked the boy.
He smiled. ‘Jayden.’
The memory churned her stomach. Hailey was pretty sure no one would push her over for not being able to turn the sky pink, but it reminded her how people could react when they found out she was a Zeus. They can’t make me do anything, she reminded herself. How interesting can a Zeus be if they can’t use their powers?
Hailey reached the second floor and trudged down the hallway their classroom was supposed to be in. She glanced at Alec and Aaron, instantly feeling guilty for being self-absorbed. Poor Alec looked so pale she thought he might vomit, while Aaron was clenching his fists, ready for a fight. ‘Don’t worry, once you show off your powers no one will care that you’re Uniques,’ Hailey said in an attempt to ease their nerves.
Alec shook his head, halting outside their Powers classroom. ‘I don’t know if walking through walls is enough.’
‘Only one way to find out.’ Demi looped her arms through Alec and Aaron’s and escorted them into the classroom.
Jayden offered his arm to Hailey with a grin. ‘Shall we?’
Hailey hesitated. Once she entered the room, things would change. She’d no longer be a nobody. But she’d known from the start that was unavoidable. Goodbye anonymity. ‘Okay.’ She linked arms with Jayden, letting him lead her into the classroom, where she froze.
Half of the room resembled a classroom, scattered with desks and chairs. The other half was empty space. But that wasn’t what Hailey was stunned by. Her gaze was locked on to the thirty plus archways in the walls, each of which led into a separate room.
Through one archway, Hailey glimpsed three enormous tables crowded with labelled boxes. The few labels she could make out from the distance read gold, silver, onyx, moonstones, and malachite.
Another archway revealed a room with a sea-sponge floor, just like the gym. Scattered along the walls was about every weapon imaginable: swords, daggers, axes, staffs, bows, and even throwing stars.
‘Over here,’ Demi called, waving Hailey and Jayden towards the front row of desks on the classroom side.
Jayden sighed. ‘I hate the front row.’
Hailey nudged him forward. ‘Well, you better get used to it, because I have a feeling it’s Demi’s new favourite row.’
With another sigh, Jayden followed Hailey to the seats Demi had reserved for them.
‘Quiet down, first years,’ Madam Norwood snapped, entering the room. She paused in front of the class, surveying them with stern eyes before saying, ‘My name is Madam Norwood. I am here to teach you how to control your powers. If you work hard in my class, your powers will grow to their full potential. But I warn you, if you do not take this class seriously, I will not waste my time helping you.’ Madam Norwood picked up a clipboard from her desk. ‘Everyone to the other side of the room.’
Reluctantly, Hailey stood up and joined the other first years, everyone crowding around the empty space between the archways.
‘Before this class can begin, I need to know your powers,’ Madam Norwood said. ‘So please form a line.’
Demi sprinted to the front, clapping her hands together with glee when she secured her spot as the very first person in line. Meanwhile, Hailey trudged to the end of the line, hoping there wouldn’t be enough time to get through the whole class, and she’d have an extra day of being Hailey Woods—instead of The Zeus.
It appeared Hailey’s idea was a popular one though. She was quickly pushed up from the back of the line by a large group of students she assumed were Uniques, leaving her a lot closer to the front than she wanted to be.
‘One at a time, you will step forward and tell me your name and power. You will then demonstrate it for me so I can assess what level you’re at. Don’t feel disheartened if someone with the same power as you is more advanced. Everyone’s powers develop in their own time.’ Madam Norwood picked up the reading glasses hanging from a chain around her neck and pushed them up the bridge of her nose. ‘All right, let’s begin.’
Demi bounced forward. ‘My name’s Demi Evans. I’m a Demeter.’
Madam Norwood jotted something down on her clipboard. ‘You may move into the Demeter room to demonstrate your powers.’
Demi practically lunged through the archway Madam Norwood pointed to. It led into a rainforest, where the trees’ moss-covered branches formed a canopy, offering the birds Hailey could hear chirping a place to hide. Ferns, bushes, and flowers grew at the trees’ bases, their thickness almost concealing the dirt floor.
Demi flicked her hand at one of the ferns; its fronds shook, sprinkling spores over the ground, which morphed into full-grown ferns, densifying the forest even more.
‘Very good, Demi,’ Madam Norwood said. ‘You may take your seat.’
Demi sashayed from the room, oozing pride, and headed back to her desk.
One by one the students ahead of Hailey demonstrated their powers for Madam Norwood before sitting back down, bringing Hailey closer and closer to the front. She reached for her necklace, her fingers gripping the heart pendant as she tried to push her nerves away. If her dad had been there, he would have told her being a Zeus was something to be proud of, because out of everyone in the world, she’d been gifted with the rarest power of all.
But he wasn’t there.
He was dead.
‘Next.’
Hailey gulped and edged forward. ‘My name’s Hailey Woods.’
‘And your power?’ Madam Norwood asked, peering at Hailey over her glasses.
Unavoidable, she reminded herself. ‘I’m a Zeus.’
The first years gasped as one and whispering quickly ensued. They were the usual remarks: ‘She’s like famous and she’s in our year’… ‘I wonder if she can shoot lightning’… ‘She’s not what I imagined—doesn’t look like prophecy material to me’.
Hailey lowered her eyes and crossed her arms, wishing she had the power to dematerialise.
‘Be quiet,’ Madam Norwood chided, silencing the whispering. ‘I will not tolerate talking in this class, especially when it’s about another student.’ Madam Norwood’s face softened when she looked back at Hailey. ‘As you can’t demonstrate your powers, you may take your seat.’
Hailey stared at Madam Norwood. A teacher defending her was not something she was used to. Does she have some kind of ulterior motive? Hailey wondered—like being nice to me now so she can try and manipulate me later? ‘Thank you,’ she finally said and returned to her desk, sinking down in her chair when she noticed most of the first years were watching her.
‘Don’t worry, Hails, your time as the centre of attention is about to end,’ Jayden said.
‘What makes you think that?’
He nodded his head towards the other side of the room. ‘Because the Uniques are up next.’
Hailey glanced back to Madam Norwood, where nine nervous students, including Alec and Aaron, waited in front of her. Hailey forgot about the staring students and leaned forward, eager to see what powers the Uniques would have. Maybe she’d get lucky and one could turn her invisible.
She watched with wide eyes as the Uniques demonstrated their abilities. One student levitated into the air, touching the crystal ceiling before landing back on the ground. Another one swished his hand around the room, frost snaking along the walls and floor as the temperature dropped into the negatives. He swished his hand again, swarming the room with heat so intense Hailey thought she’d roast alive. By the time Alec slunk forward, the last in line, and showed off his powers by running through a wall, the entire class was applauding—except for a couple of glaring students.
‘That ends class for today,’ Madam Norwood announced. ‘I expect you to read chapter one in The Gods and Their Powers by our next class—there will be questions,’ she warned. Madam Norwood raised her eyes to the closed door. ‘Open.’ The giant pearl knob twisted, and the door swung in.
Hailey’s stomach hardened. Madam Norwood’s protection would expire once she left the classroom, giving the other students free range to accost her.
‘Come on, Hailey. We need to get a good seat for Monsters and Creatures of the World,’ Demi said, hopping up with the boys.
Hailey shoved her books into her bag and tensed the second she stepped into the hallway, expecting the first years to swarm her. But no one even glanced at her.
‘Can you believe that one girl morphed a chair into a TV—a TV,’ Hailey overheard someone telling their friend.
‘Yeah, and then there was that guy who created a force field. How cool was that?’
A smile spread across Hailey’s face. It appeared everyone was too busy talking about the Uniques’ powers to even remember who she was.
‘Why so happy?’ Jayden asked as they pushed their way through the crowded hallway, searching for their next classroom, which was only meant to be a few doors down from Powers.
Oh, just that no one cares I’m a Zeus. ‘No reason. That looks like our classroom.’ She pointed to the room Demi, Alec, and Aaron had disappeared into, distracting Jayden from asking any more questions.
Hailey’s gaze locked on to the walls of her newest classroom, which were covered in drawings and photos of ferocious monsters like the hydra, its nine heads snarling to reveal venom-coated fangs, and docile creatures like the pegasus, which soared through the sky on its feathered wings.
‘No!’
‘What’s wrong?’ Hailey asked Demi.
‘The first row’s full.’
Jayden wrapped an arm around her shoulders. ‘The second row will have to do,’ he said, steering her towards it.
‘It’s not the same,’ she huffed, slumping into a chair.
‘We’re still close enough to see everything,’ Alec pointed out.
Aaron took the seat beside Jayden. ‘And if it’s like Ancient History, it won’t matter where we sit.’
Demi straightened up. ‘You’re right.’
Hailey didn’t share Demi’s enthusiasm. Entering memories to see events in history was one thing—a very awesome thing—but entering memories to meet monsters was another thing. A shudder snaked down her spine at the thought of coming face to face with a Nemean lion.
She took her seat as Madam Grayson, who had her dark hair pulled into a long plait again, strolled into the room. She stopped in front of the teacher’s desk and smiled warmly. ‘Good morning, class, and welcome to Monsters and Creatures of the World. For those of you thinking this class will be like Ancient History where you learn by entering memories, I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you, as you’ll mainly be learning from a textbook.’
Several students sighed, including Demi, leaning back in their chairs. Madam Grayson was unfazed by their lack of enthusiasm. ‘But occasionally you’ll learn by interacting with the creatures you read about, which is what you’ll do today. So please pack up your things and follow me to the stable, where you’ll meet Poseidon’s horses.’
Relieved she didn’t have to worry about running from a Nemean lion—or any other monster, for that matter—Hailey happily repacked her book bag and ambled into the hallway with everyone else.
‘I don’t see how horses will be interesting.’ Demi pouted.
‘Yeah, if I wanted to see a horse I could do that back on land,’ Aaron agreed.
‘They’re not ordinary horses,’ Alec told them. ‘They’re hippocampi.’
‘Hippo—what?’ Jayden frowned.
‘Hippocampi,’ Alec repeated as the class began descending the second-floor stairs. ‘That’s the plural pronunciation. Hippocampus is the singular.’
‘You’re still not making any sense.’ Demi trudged down the stairs. ‘Speak English.’
Alec rolled his eyes. ‘They’re sea-horses.’
That perked Demi, Jayden, and Aaron up. It raised Hailey’s interest too. She wouldn’t have minded seeing ordinary horses, but sea-horses sounded way more exciting. She didn’t know much about them—aside from the fact they’d pulled Poseidon through the sea in his chariot.
‘This way,’ Madam Grayson said, ushering the first years through the left arch in the entryway and down to their Ancient History classroom, where they turned down another hallway that led to a set of double doors. ‘We can’t all go in at once,’ Madam Grayson said, pausing outside the doors. ‘You need to break into two groups.’
Hailey, Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron joined with Kora, Tahlia, and Kendra, and, to Demi’s delight, Madam Grayson made them group one.
‘There are a few ground rules before you go in,’ Madam Grayson told the class. ‘Firstly, be quiet when you’re inside, or you’ll startle the horses. Secondly, you are not allowed to enter the stalls or let the horses out. But you may pat them.’ She pushed open the doors.
The sharp smell of salt greeted Hailey when she wandered into the stable, where dried seaweed covered the floor like hay. There were twelve stalls carved from mother-of-pearl: four of them were empty, but the other eight each housed a horse.
Hailey steered towards a stall, seaweed crunching beneath her shoes, and gasped when she saw the sea-horse inside. She’d been expecting it to look like a normal horse with gills, but this horse looked magical, with its whole body covered in iridescent blue scales, and having a blue mane and tail.
‘Wow,’ Hailey said, reaching out to pat the horse’s cheek, its scaly skin smooth under her hand.
‘When the hippocampi enter the sea, their front legs transform into flippers, and their back legs into a tail,’ Madam Grayson told the class. ‘Once they dive underwater, their necks grow gills and they’re able to filter oxygen through their bodies to their riders. They also have the ability to keep their riders dry.’
‘Can we take them for a ride?’ Demi asked.
‘I’m afraid not. Only the nereids are allowed to ride the hippocampi.’ Madam Grayson ignored Demi’s sigh. ‘You can have five more minute with the horses.’
‘I wish I could have one of you as a pet,’ Hailey told her horse, running a hand through its coarse blue mane. It whinnied in reply and clopped over to the polished coral trough at the back of its stall, which was filled with water. It climbed inside the trough and swished its head towards Hailey, spraying her with sea-water. ‘Uck,’ she said, wiping the salty water off her lips.
Kendra laughed from the stall beside her. ‘She said she likes you.’
‘Oh, that’s right, you’re an Artemis,’ Hailey said, remembering Kendra telling Madam Norwood that in Powers. ‘What were you two talking about?’ She nudged her head towards the horse Kendra was petting.
‘He asked me to take him for a ride.’
‘It must be cool to know what animals are thinking,’ she said, looking back at her horse, who was nibbling on some seaweed from the trough.
Kendra’s horse licked her hand with a blue tongue. ‘It’s not an easy gift to have. I also feel their emotions.’
‘Powers can probably help you block that stuff.’
Kendra shook her head. ‘I could never do that. It would be like ignoring them. I only meant it can be hard sometimes. These horses—’
‘Time’s up, group one,’ Madam Grayson announced.
Hailey’s friends had just gone to bed, leaving Hailey lounging on a sofa in the common room, her legs curled up beside her while she worked on her homework. Someone pretended to clear their throat, making her glance up and scowl.
The blonde-haired girl who’d pushed her on the beach lingered before her. Hailey hated to admit it, but she was really pretty, with violet-coloured eyes, and hair that fell in perfect curls past her shoulders, reminding Hailey of Goldilocks.
Goldilocks extended her manicured hand. ‘I’m Venus.’
Hailey was too surprised to move. Venus didn’t strike her as the type to walk around introducing herself to everyone. So why is she talking to me? She cautiously shook the other girl’s hand. ‘Hailey.’
‘These are my best friends, Nerissa and Cleo.’ Venus waved a hand at the two girls standing on either side of her. Everything about them matched, from their loose black curls to their deep blue eyes. They were twins, Hailey realised.
‘Do you want something?’
Venus flicked a curl behind her shoulder. ‘I thought we could be friends. I’m a very powerful Aphrodite.’ That explains why she’s so beautiful, Hailey thought—anyone with the goddess of love and beauty’s powers was guaranteed to look like a supermodel. ‘Nerissa and Cleo are sirens that, like me, can make any boy do what they want.’ This remark brought proud smiles to the twins’ red lips. ‘I heard you’re a Zeus, and I think those of us with the greatest powers should stick together. Wouldn’t you agree?’
Hailey’s jaw clenched. Of course Venus was only talking to her because she’d found out she was a Zeus. ‘I don’t base my friendships on powers. So, no, I don’t want to join your gang.’
Venus blinked. ‘Excuse me?’
‘I said I don’t want to be your friend,’ she repeated, raising her voice loud enough to catch the attention of the other first years in the common room.
Venus’s eyes turned venomous. ‘You’re refusing me? You’re the one who has no powers down here.’ She regarded Hailey with abhorrence, as if just looking at her made her sick. ‘You’re a pathetic excuse for a Zeus.’
Hailey flinched, tears burning her throat. Do not let this harpy see you cry. She took a deep breath, shoving her feelings down. ‘That’s your opinion,’ she replied in an even tone.
Venus shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Whatever. Your mistake.’
Hailey watched the three girls strut away, not feeling the least bit relieved when they disappeared into the girls’ dormitories. Their confrontation served as a reminder that her plan for coming to Poseidon’s Academy wasn’t infallible. Even without her powers, there were still people who wanted to exploit her for them.
Although so far Venus had been the only one. But just because no one else had confronted her, didn’t mean they weren’t planning to. Instinctively, Hailey glanced at the other first years to see if anyone else would approach her, but everyone was busy doing their homework or chatting to their friends. She was safe, for now.
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Nemertes
Something called to Hailey, forcing her down the stairs and into the entryway. But it wasn’t a voice; it was a… pull, and it was drawing her outside, where the usual light that illuminated the grounds had been turned off to imitate night. The only light came from the coral and sea-anemones in the gardens, which glowed fluorescent pink, blue, green, and purple.
Hailey stopped a short distance from the force field. Someone stood in front of her, their eyes fixed on the sea, which was fluorescent blue. Hailey’s fingertips tingled, alerting her to danger. She ignored her body’s warning to run as the invisible force that had called her outside pushed her forward.
Hailey took a deep breath and stepped beside the motionless figure. She gazed at their face and gasped. ‘Demi?’
Demi’s eyes remained on the sea. ‘Can you hear it?’ she said in a vacant voice that blew chills down Hailey’s spine.
Hailey listened to the silence around her. ‘Hear what?’
‘It’s coming.’
Hailey studied the glowing sea, the tingling in her fingertips reaching a crescendo as tendrils of fear wrapped around her chest. She didn’t want to find out what it was. ‘Let’s go inside.’
Demi whirled around, eyes wide. ‘It’s here!’
A tentacle dotted with spikes whipped out of the sea and snaked around Hailey’s leg. She screamed as the spikes dug into her flesh and the monster yanked, knocking her to the ground.
She clawed her fingers around a piece of glowing green coral, keeping the monster from wrenching her into the sea. ‘HELP!’ she yelled, her fingers starting to slip.
A tiny sliver of relief cut through her terror when Demi appeared in front of her. ‘Grab my hand!’ Hailey cried, hoping her best friend was strong enough to pull her free.
Demi stared at her. ‘You should have heard it. It’s too late now.’
The tentacle tightened around Hailey’s leg, its spikes digging in deeper as the monster yanked again, tearing the coral from Hailey’s grasp and dragging her into the water.
Hailey’s eyes flew open, and she shot up in bed. A scream filled her, but she strangled it when she realised she was safe in her dorm. Her heart, however, continued to pound, pumping fresh terror through her body.
A glance at Demi’s bed helped calm her. She was sound asleep under the covers, not slinking around the grounds with a monster lurking in the sea. It was just a nightmare, she told herself, absentmindedly reaching for her heart pendant and freezing.
Her neck was bare.
‘No, no, no, no, no.’ Hailey leapt out of bed, tearing off the sea-silk sheets and duvet. But her necklace wasn’t buried in them. She crouched down on her hands and knees to peer under her bed before searching the rest of the floor, and then finally throwing all the papers off her desk. ‘It’s not here.’ She bit her lip, starting to hyperventilate. She needed her necklace. It was the last thing her dad had given her. She couldn’t lose it!
Where is it? She remembered back to yesterday afternoon when some of her hair had gotten caught in the necklace’s clasp during her Ancient History class. That was the last time she remembered having it. Maybe it fell off there.
She glanced at the seashell and mother-of-pearl clock on the wall. It was 6am—the conch shell wouldn’t sound for another hour, and Hailey couldn’t wait that long. She needed her necklace back right now.
She didn’t bother changing out of her pyjamas or putting shoes on. She raced straight past Demi, who’d managed to sleep through her ransacking the dorm, and into the hallway, moving through the deserted common room and down the stairs, keeping her eyes transfixed on the floor, hoping to spot her necklace.
What would happen if she couldn’t find it? ‘I’m going to find it!’ she proclaimed aloud, continuing down the stairs. She didn’t care what it took—she’d pay a Hecate to cast a locater spell if she had to.
Hailey reached the entryway and stiffened, half expecting the pull from her dream to possess her and force her outside so a sea-monster could eat her. Stop being stupid, she told herself. She was thirteen—far too old to be scared of a little nightmare. She shoved away the image of the sea-monster and darted through the left archway.
She didn’t want to stress about not finding her necklace anymore, so she distracted herself by thinking about her Ancient History class yesterday, where the memory ball had shown her the creation of the human races. Like her Ancient History classes from last week, Hailey had found Amathia’s memories both fascinating and terrifying.
It had been incredible watching Zeus create the Silver Race—the second group of humans. It had been equally disturbing watching him and the other gods destroy them with a shower of fireballs for refusing to worship their makers.
From their destruction, Zeus had created the Bronze Race: a very violent race who had been more interested in killing each other than worshipping the gods. Hailey had watched them scream for help as they’d drowned in the flood sent by Zeus and Poseidon.
Those memories of the gods killing Hailey’s would-be ancestors without remorse were enough for her to see how sadistic and cruel they’d been. Although Hailey didn’t see the depth of their malevolence until Zeus created her ancestors—the Iron Race.
Prometheus, the Titan who had created the Golden Race—the first humans, who’d been killed during the war between the gods and Titans—helped Zeus create the fourth race. To the gods, Hailey’s ancestors had been slaves.
She had seen glimpses of them torturing and killing humans for revenge and personal entertainment. She was grateful that the memory ball had blocked her emotions about the memories. Otherwise, she would have been haunted by the screams of the gods’ victims, like Actaeon, a poor hunter who had accidentally wandered upon Artemis bathing in a stream. Infuriated, Artemis had transformed him into a stag and commanded his hunting dogs to chase him.
Hailey found it ironic that her ancestors, the very beings the gods had created to amplify their powers, had ended up killing their makers and taking their powers. Had they really thought they could treat humans like slaves and get away with it?
She didn’t understand why the gods hadn’t destroyed them and created a new race of humans as they’d done before. Someone had asked Amathia that question, but she hadn’t known the answer. Instead, she’d told them her theory on how she believed the gods had seen launching a war with humans as less effort than creating more.
It was a good theory, but Hailey wasn’t completely convinced. Why risk death out of laziness? Though, she supposed the gods had believed they’d win the Great Battle. Arrogance was their downfall.
Hailey stopped suddenly. The door to Amathia’s classroom stood ajar, which meant she was probably inside. Amathia seemed nice and all, but the thought of being alone with her was daunting—what do you say to an immortal creature who’s lived for centuries?
She couldn’t come back later though. She needed her necklace—needed to know that she hadn’t lost the last thing her dad had ever given her. She walked the few extra steps to the door and reached up to knock when she heard voices drifting from the room. She dropped her hand and leaned forward, turning her head so she could hear the conversation. It wasn’t eavesdropping exactly, just listening to make sure she wasn’t about to interrupt a meeting.
‘How can you allow her to reside here, Amathia, when you know of her powers?’ a voice Hailey didn’t recognise demanded. ‘If you don’t rid the palace of these power-thieving humans yourself, then I will exterminate every last one, with the help of our sisters.’
‘You would not harm them, Nemertes.’
‘Then you don’t know me very well, sister.’
Hailey tuned out, her mind trying to comprehend what she’d heard. Did a nymph just threaten to kill her and everyone else at the Academy? That couldn’t be possible. Nymphs were innocent creatures who wouldn’t hurt a flower—at least that’s how the stories Hailey had read portrayed them.
Sure, Amathia had said her sisters weren’t happy about the palace becoming a school and not to go near them, but Hailey thought that was because they were wary of humans, not because they were Tartarus-bent on murdering them.
What was Hailey meant to do now? Running back to her dorm and telling Demi what she’d heard sounded like a good idea, but if she did that then she wouldn’t know what the nereid trying to kill everyone looked like. How do you avoid someone you don’t recognise?
She needed to see who this Nemertes was, and that meant sneaking a peek. Hailey sucked in a breath and peered around the door. White light flooded the room.
The light vanished, and Hailey found herself underwater, the tang of salt flooding her nostrils. In the distance, Poseidon’s Academy drifted through the water, gleaming like a jewel. What in Tartarus? Where was she? A tornado of water whirled before her and then vanished, leaving behind a man clutching a gold trident.
Poseidon?! Hailey gaped and then realised she was in a memory. But whose memory? Amathia’s? Why?
A gash extended from Poseidon’s elbow to his wrist, oozing ichor into the water, tingeing it gold. Hailey reached for his arm. ‘You’re wounded,’ she said, her voice ringing clear into the water.
Poseidon snatched his arm from her reach. ‘Listen to me, Nemertes.’ Guess it’s not Amathia’s memory. ‘I do not have much time. The battle is lost. My race is dying.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No. The gods cannot be defeated. Especially by humans,’ she spat the last word as though it were poison.
‘Zeus has a plan to save the Olympians, but it requires someone loyal to us to succeed.’
Nemertes didn’t hesitate. ‘What do I need to do?’
‘When—’ Poseidon doubled over and roared with pain.
‘Poseidon!’ Hailey rushed forward, but he shoved her back.
‘When humans are weak enough to be ruled again go to Olympus,’ he growled through gritted teeth. ‘You will know what to do when you arrive.’
‘I am a spirit bound by the earth. It’s impossible for me to enter the sky.’
‘Find a way,’ Poseidon snapped. ‘Ask your sisters for help, but tell no one else of our survival.’
Hailey nodded. ‘I will not fail you, my love.’
White light enveloped the sea. Hailey retreated from the door the second the world reformed, and pressed her back against the wall, jewels and seashells digging into her skin.
‘I hope that memory reminded you of our task,’ Nemertes’s voice drifted from the room. ‘We need to bring back the gods, and Poseidon will not stand for his palace being a school.’
‘The gods need to stay dead, Nemertes,’ Amathia retorted. ‘This is not their world anymore.’
Hailey’s mind was spinning. The Olympians survived the Great Battle?
They couldn’t have. If the gods had survived then humans wouldn’t have their powers. The only god powers no one has are Hades’s and Persephone’s, and that’s only because they would have been in the Underworld when they died, so their powers never would have fallen from the sky.
Maybe Zeus’s plan didn’t work, and the Olympians did die. Poseidon did look ready to drop dead in Nemertes’s memory. He probably returned to Olympus with the other gods and faded into non-existence before Zeus’s plan could work. Yes, that must’ve been what happened. It was the only explanation that made sense to Hailey.
And as for Nemertes, Hailey figured she probably hadn’t worked out the truth yet, since it wasn’t like Poseidon could’ve gone back and told her not to worry about the plan because he was going to die after all.
Hailey relaxed a little, at least enough that her legs no longer felt like giving out. She shoved away from the wall, wanting to get as far away from Amathia’s classroom as possible.
‘Did you hear that?’
Hailey froze when she heard Nemertes’s voice. Uh oh. Her legs tensed, ready to bolt. But her running footsteps would definitely get heard and be an obvious giveaway to her eavesdropping. She didn’t want to risk Nemertes hunting her down. If she knocked on Amathia’s door and asked about her necklace, Nemertes might believe she hadn’t heard or seen anything.
Hailey didn’t give herself a chance to change her mind. She raised her fist and lightly knocked on the ajar door.
‘Come in,’ Amathia called.
Hailey put on a calm façade and pushed the door open. Her eyes immediately found Nemertes looming beside Amathia’s desk. Being a nymph meant she was beautiful, with the same flawless skin Amathia had, and dark wavy hair. Her green eyes cast a venomous glare towards Hailey, who gulped and waited for the nereid to lunge or accuse her of spying.
Amathia rose from behind her desk. ‘Hailey, what brings you to my classroom so early?’
Hailey touched her bare neck. ‘I lost my necklace. I thought it might’ve fallen off here. I can come back later though.’ She took a half-step back.
‘No, now is fine. Nemertes was about to leave.’
‘We will finish this conversation later.’ Nemertes shot Hailey a final glare before stalking past her and slamming the door.
‘I apologise for my sister’s surliness,’ Amathia said, looking tired, which was odd because nereids didn’t require sleep.
‘It’s all right. I remember you saying your sisters weren’t happy about the palace being a school.’
Amathia opened a drawer in her desk and held up Hailey’s necklace. ‘Is this what you were searching for?’
Hailey’s body sagged with relief. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said, crossing the room and placing it back around her neck, promising herself to never let it out of her sight again.
‘It’s beautiful,’ Amathia remarked, closing the drawer. ‘A very talented Hephaestus must have created it.’
Hailey touched the heart pendant. ‘Yes, he was very talented.’ She ignored the jolt of pain through her chest.
She stared at Amathia for a second, unsure of what to do next. Should she tell her what she’d seen and heard? Amathia had told Nemertes she didn’t want the gods back, so that made Hailey think she could trust her. But what if Amathia let it slip to Nemertes that Hailey had been eavesdropping? Nemertes might hunt her down and kill her before she could warn anyone about what she’d seen.
It’s safer not to say anything, Hailey decided. ‘I guess I’ll go now.’
Amathia glided from behind her desk before Hailey could move. ‘You’re a Zeus, if I’m not mistaken.’
Hailey chewed her lip. Amathia didn’t seem like the type of teacher to quiz her about how advanced her powers were, but she’d misjudged people before. ‘I am.’
‘This is an odd place for a Zeus. Why, may I ask, have you come somewhere that you can’t use your powers?’
‘Because I didn’t want to miss out on coming here,’ Hailey told the usual lie. ‘This palace is worth giving up my powers for.’
Amathia stared at her so intently Hailey thought she might possess x-ray vision. ‘Is that the true reason?’
Hailey crossed her arms, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable. No one had ever questioned her motives before. She opened her mouth to say yes, but the way Amathia was staring made her think she’d know she was lying. Hailey dropped her arms and decided it would be nice to tell the truth for once.
‘I hate being a Zeus. I don’t like the way people think I’m something special, or how they expect me to have complete control over my powers and be able to do anything they ask. I feel like I’m constantly disappointing everyone. So, I came here to escape from the sky, and the pressure that comes with it,’ the words came out in a rush.
Amathia nodded her head, her face impassive. ‘It’s understandable why you feel that way. However, hiding will not solve your predicament. You can’t stay down here forever, Hailey. You will have to return to the surface eventually. But I daresay your powers will have you yearning for the sky long before the holidays arrive.’
Hailey felt like she’d been hit with a fireball. Coming to Poseidon’s Academy had always seemed like the way to solve her problems. She’d never thought about how her powers would react to not being used.
Once she’d watched a documentary about the effect wearing neutralising bracelets had on criminals. The interviewer had asked fifteen inmates how the bracelets made them feel, and they’d all given the same answer: as though their powers were trapped inside them, and if they didn’t use them soon, they’d explode.
Hailey had assumed that trapped feeling was a side effect of the bracelets, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was because they weren’t using their powers? Would she feel like she was going to explode after a few weeks of no sky?
‘I’ve upset you.’ Amathia’s turquoise-coloured eyes softened with sympathy. ‘That was not my intention.’
‘No, I’m okay. I just never thought about what being here would do to my powers.’
‘One cannot hide from their destiny.’
Ugh, she hated that word. Amathia sounded like the teachers who believed she’d been born to fulfil the prophecy and defeat the gods. The gods… Poseidon. The memory swirled back into her head. What if the gods are alive? What if Nemertes does bring them back? Everyone would look to her to stop them.
Hailey’s legs swayed beneath her, and she gripped the scallop-shell chair beside her to keep from falling.
‘Are you all right?’
‘Uh huh,’ Hailey muttered, and reminded herself Poseidon’s plan had failed. But she wanted to hear it from Amathia. ‘Do you think the gods are dead? They have to be, right? Otherwise no one would have their powers.’
‘There is no need to worry, Hailey. The gods will not return.’
Hailey exhaled. The gods are dead.
‘I think I have kept you here long enough. Perhaps you should return to your dorm and change into your uniform.’
Hailey glanced down and blushed, crossing her arms over her t-shirt. She’d forgotten she was in her PJs and bare feet. ‘Yeah, good idea,’ she said and darted from the room, racing back through the hallways.
She needed to tell her friends what had happened before classes started so she could work out what to do about it. But what could she do about it? she pondered, climbing up the stairs. Warn the other students the nereids wanted them all dead? That would probably end with everyone laughing at her and calling her crazy. Hopefully her friends would have a better idea.
Hailey dashed up the off-shoot staircase and into the common room, where a few students lounged in chairs, working on late homework. She strode past them to the girls’ dormitories, hurrying down to her dorm.
‘Demi, you need to wake up,’ Hailey said to her sleeping dorm mate while changing into her uniform.
Demi half-opened her eyes. ‘The conch shell hasn’t gone off yet.’
‘I know, but I need to tell you something really important.’ Hailey yanked on her socks and shoes.
‘Tell me later.’
‘No, it can’t wait. Please.’
Demi groaned and forced herself to sit up. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’ll be quicker if I tell you and the boys together,’ she said, opening the door. ‘I’ll wake up Alec and Aaron. Get dressed and meet me in Jayden’s dorm.’
‘Hailey, you’re scaring me.’
‘Just get dressed.’
Hailey headed back to the common room where she stopped, glancing at the studying students. Her strolling into the boys’ dormitories wasn’t something they’d miss. And if they told Madam Grayson, Hailey would end up with a detention—and probably a lecture too. But the thought of waiting twenty minutes for the boys to come out was torturous.
She decided to take her chances—6.40am is too early for snitching—and headed for the boys’ dormitories. She breathed a sigh of relief when she opened the door and stepped into the hallway without anyone yelling at her to stop.
Jayden had told her his dorm was at the very end on the left, and Alec and Aaron’s was next to his, which meant she didn’t have to waste time reading names on doors. She crept down to Alec and Aaron’s door and lifted her fist to knock. And then hesitated. Her knocking might wake up someone who would go to Madam Grayson in revenge.
The boys are probably asleep anyway. Hailey twisted the pearl handle and scooted inside, immediately regretting her decision not to knock. Aaron was shirtless and doing sit-ups beside his bed, among crumpled clothes and scattered textbooks, while Alec relaxed on his own neatly-made bed, reading a thick book entitled Mysteries of the Peloponnese.
‘I’m so sorry. I thought you’d be asleep.’ Hailey lowered her eyes to the pearl floor, blushing.
Aaron sprang to his feet. ‘What’s wrong? Has something happened?’
‘Is it Demi?’ Alec asked, dropping his book.
Hailey shook her head, her eyes still on the floor. ‘Demi’s fine. I’ll tell you what happened in Jayden’s dorm—maybe put a shirt on,’ she added to Aaron before opening the door in the opposite wall.
Demi was already inside and forcing a groggy Jayden out of bed. ‘What’s all this about?’ he yawned, throwing his legs over the side of his mattress.
‘Everyone should sit down first,’ Hailey said, perching on the empty bed across from Jayden. It probably wasn’t necessary for them to sit, but in the movies people always said that before revealing something big.
Once Demi had settled down next to Jayden, and Alec and Aaron had joined Hailey on the other bed, she told them everything she’d heard—minus the bit about the memory ball. Hailey believed Poseidon’s plan had failed and that the gods were dead, so there was no point in telling her friends otherwise.
Hailey took in her friends’ facial expressions when she finished talking. All signs of sleep had fled from Jayden, who looked as if he’d found out his powers were regressing. Demi appeared disappointed, more than anything. Aaron sat alert, his eyes shifting to the door, as though he expected Nemertes to burst in. And Alec furrowed his brow, deep in thought.
Demi hugged Jayden’s pillow. ‘This is terrible. If the nereids try to kill us, Amathia might shut down the Academy.’
Hailey raised an eyebrow. ‘I think dying is a little more terrible than Poseidon’s Academy shutting down.’
Demi shrugged. ‘I guess.’
‘Are you sure she wasn’t joking?’ Jayden asked. ‘I’ve never heard of an evil nymph before.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘If you’d seen the death stare she gave me, you would know how serious she was.’
Aaron jumped to his feet. ‘I’m not waiting around for them to make a move. I’m going after them before someone gets hurt.’
‘No, you can’t.’ Hailey grabbed his wrist and tried to pull him back down. She wanted her friends to come up with a plan that ensured the nereids didn’t put anyone in danger, but confronting them wasn’t the right way. Nemertes might not have attacked Hailey when she’d seen her in Amathia’s classroom, but that didn’t mean the nereid wouldn’t take the opportunity to kill her and her friends if they cornered the nymph—especially if there were no witnesses around.
‘Yeah, Aaron, that doesn’t sound like a good idea,’ Jayden agreed.
‘So what… we do nothing?’ Aaron asked in disbelief, refusing to let Hailey pull him back down.
‘Everyone needs to chill out,’ Jayden said. ‘Aaron, sit down.’ Grudgingly, he did. ‘Okay, so Hailey has learned something pretty big here. Yes, a nereid threatening to kill everyone is something to freak out about, but I think it’s a bluff. This school has been open for five years, and the nereids have never touched a student—at least I don’t think they have—so why would they start now? I’m guessing it’s a threat that gets made at the beginning of every year, which is why Amathia isn’t worried.’
‘Yay, that means Amathia won’t close the Academy,’ Demi cheered.
Aaron, however, remained incredulous. ‘So, we’re going to pretend like nothing happened?’
‘We can’t,’ Hailey said, mirroring his expression. Jayden’s theory about it being a bluff sounded believable when you thought about it, but he hadn’t seen Nemertes—she didn’t strike Hailey as the bluff type, not with that venomous glare she’d shot Hailey.
‘And we won’t,’ Jayden went on. ‘We can keep a watch out for them to make sure they’re not up to anything.’
Aaron drummed his fingers against the mattress, considering Jayden’s plan. ‘But we never see them. It’s hard to spy on someone you never run into.’
Jayden shrugged. ‘I think that’s the best thing we can do for now. And I bet my powers Amathia keeps a close eye on them. I really don’t think we have anything to worry about.’
Aaron, looking unconvinced, turned to Hailey. ‘You’re the one who was there. What do you think?’
It seemed unrealistic to believe the nereids would walk into the open and do or say something that let Hailey and her friends know what they were up to, but what else could they do? Going after the nereids by themselves would be too dangerous—they were immortal after all.
Hailey barely knew Amathia, but from what she’d overheard of the conversation, she trusted she wouldn’t let her sisters hurt anyone. ‘I agree with Jayden.’
Aaron looked disappointed but didn’t argue.
Demi hopped up. ‘It’s agreed then, we’ve got nothing to worry about. Breakfast anyone?’
‘Sure, but I need to get dressed first,’ Jayden said. ‘I’m not shy, so if you’re still here in two seconds, I’ll start stripping.’ He grinned.
It was enough to get Hailey off the bed. If she saw Jayden in his underwear, she’d never be able to look at him with a straight face again. Demi, on the other hand, looked intrigued. Hailey grabbed her arm and dragged her into Alec and Aaron’s dorm.
‘I hope you’re right about this,’ Aaron said to Hailey.
‘Me too,’ she said, walking into the hallway. The conch shell would sound soon, which would increase the chances of someone catching her and Demi.
‘Hailey, wait.’ Alec came out after her.
‘I’ll catch up with you in a sec,’ she told Demi, waving her off to the common room. No point in them both risking a detention. ‘Are you okay, Alec? Why were you so quiet in there?’
‘Because I was working out who Nemertes was referring to when she told Amathia they shouldn’t be staying here because of their powers.’
‘And did you work it out?’
He hesitated. ‘Yes.’
‘And…’ she prompted when he didn’t say who.
‘It’s you.’
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Weekend
‘What do you mean it’s me?’
Alec glanced down the hallway. ‘You might want to keep it down.’
‘Sorry, you took me by surprise,’ she said in a quieter voice. ‘Now tell me why you think Nemertes was talking about me?’
‘Well, it sounds as though Nemertes hates humans because our ancestors killed the gods and absorbed their powers. It’s possible they think the gods will return, which means there’d be one human they hate more than anyone else.’
‘And you think it’s me?’
Alec paled. He looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else, which made Hailey think he was about to say something she wouldn’t like, and she had a pretty good idea what it was. ‘Yes, because you’re a Zeus, and the prophecy says—’
‘I know what the prophecy says,’ she snapped, making Alec flinch. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.’
‘I wasn’t going to tell you, but I thought you should know in case you run into Nemertes again.’
Great, now Hailey would have to worry about a nereid sneaking into her dorm during the night to suffocate her with a pillow. And the list of reasons to hate being a Zeus just keeps growing. Why, why, why did Hailey have to be the Zeus? ‘Thanks for telling me, Alec, but I don’t think we should tell the others.’
‘I agree. That’s why I didn’t say anything before. I know if Aaron knew—’
‘Knew what?’ Aaron asked, coming into the hallway.
‘Um… that you… that I…’ Alec fumbled.
‘That Alec hates how messy you keep your side of the dorm.’ Hailey didn’t like lying to her friends, but in this instance it was necessary, because it meant protecting them from doing something stupid—like going after Nemertes.
‘You’re more than welcome to clean it,’ he told Alec before looking at Hailey. ‘You better get back to your dorm before someone sees you.’
‘I was just leaving. See you at breakfast.’
She slipped back into the common room, where three more students had joined the early study session. They barely raised their eyes from their textbooks as she closed the door behind her, which made her think sneaking into the dormitories wasn’t an unusual occurrence.
Hailey reclined under a pearl tree, its coral roots stretching into the water beneath the diamond floor, where a couple of clownfish were peeking from an anemone growing on a reef. Around sixty other students sat scattered around the grounds. Everyone else was either sleeping-in or lounging in their common rooms, taking full advantage of it being Saturday.
Sleeping away the day didn’t appeal to Hailey. She wanted a few hours to herself so she could attempt to relax after an intense second week. She started by penning another letter to her mum—a task that proved stressful rather than relaxing.
Hailey couldn’t tell her anything she wanted to. Every time she tried to write about the palace her hand spasmed. And if she told her about the nereid threat, Hailey’s mum would pull her out of Poseidon’s Academy quicker than she could say memory ball.
Despite being on Nemertes’s kill list, Hailey didn’t want to be anywhere else. Psycho nymphs didn’t change how extraordinary the palace was. She’d much rather risk her life here than be safe in a school that taught Ancient History from a textbook, and where PE actually meant physical education.
She’d also had a couple of nights to calm down from her initial shock of overhearing Amathia and Nemertes’s conversation, and the more she thought about it, the more Jayden’s theory about it being a bluff made sense. If Nemertes was serious, she would have jumped straight to the killing rather than asking Amathia to get rid of everyone first. And Hailey doubted a few nereids could kill 500 power-equipped students and teachers.
Then there was Nemertes’s dislike of Hailey. She figured Nemertes would have attacked her in the classroom if she wanted her gone that badly—it would have sent a clear message to Amathia she was serious about getting rid of the students and teachers.
Putting pen to paper, Hailey decided the only interesting thing she could tell her mum was that everyone else found her boring compared to the Uniques.
Several students had approached her about being a Zeus over the last week and a half. But unlike Venus, they hadn’t asked to be her friend. They’d simply been curious about why she’d come to an underwater school.
She occasionally heard whispering behind her back, and received a few wide-eyed stares, but it was nothing compared to what some of the Uniques were experiencing. The palace was bursting with rumours about what they could do. There was even one about a Unique who could travel to parallel worlds. Hailey didn’t believe that one though—it was a big stretch—but it showed how awed everyone was by the Uniques. Only a handful of students continued to voice their hate for them.
Hailey finished her letter and folded it into an envelope, scrawling her address on the front before pressing a gold stamp imprinted with a pair of wings into the envelope’s corner. The letter vanished and she smiled, imagining her mum lunging for it the second it appeared on the kitchen table.
Hailey grabbed her leftover stationery and stood up; she knew her mum would write her back straight away—there’d probably be a letter waiting on her desk by the time she got back to her dorm.
She took half a step and then froze, her eyes locking on to the wall of water a couple of yards away. She shuddered, remembering her nightmare. This is ridiculous, she told herself. It was a stupid dream.
She dropped her things and marched to the grounds’ edge, smiling smugly when no spiky tentacle grabbed her. Instead, a pink and yellow fish the length of her pinkie finger greeted her. ‘Hello,’ Hailey said to the fish, reaching to rest her hand on the force field.
Tingles swept through her hand as it plunged into the icy water. She gasped and yanked it back, watching, bewildered, as water droplets dripped from her fingertips. The force field isn’t solid! How in Tartarus does it hold the sea back?
‘I wouldn’t stand too close. You might fall in.’
Hands shoved into Hailey’s back, sending her sprawling through the force field. The cold water hit her like a charging minotaur, cramping her limbs and tightening her chest as thousands of tiny icicles burrowed into her skin.
Freezing to death was the least of her problems. The fish she’d been watching had changed from pink and yellow to black and red, and grown to the size of a Nemean lion. It opened its mouth, revealing two rows of needle teeth.
Hailey screamed, salty water flooding her mouth and trickling down to her lungs, turning them to ice.
The fish launched at her.
Hailey fought through the cramping pain in her arm and pulled her fist back. Punching carnivorous sea-creatures in the nose always works… doesn’t it?
A hand wrapped around her arm and yanked. Tingles buzzed on her skin before she landed on solid ground, coughing up water.
‘Are you okay?’
Hailey gulped in air. Aaron knelt in front of her, his wet clothes clinging to his skin. ‘I think so,’ she choked out in a raspy voice. She glanced back at the water, where the deceiving fish had changed back to pink and yellow, and shrunken to its tiny size. ‘Where did you come from?’ she asked, turning back to Aaron.
‘I’d finished my floor work, so I thought I’d come down and do some laps around the palace,’ he explained. ‘The first thing I saw when I stepped outside was you about to become lunch.’ His eyes hardened. ‘Now tell me what happened. How’d you get in the water? Was it a nereid?’
Hailey remembered the voice before she was pushed. ‘No. It was Venus.’
‘Venus?’
Hailey nodded, rage bubbling in her stomach. She could have died, and probably would have if Aaron hadn’t come along.
Aaron’s eyes burned with pure fury. ‘She’s going to pay.’
Hailey’s adrenaline rush wore off; her muscles twisted back into painful cramps, and her body shuddered as it realised how cold it was. ‘Aa-r-r-ron,’ she chattered, grabbing his soaking shirt before he could run after Venus. If he left her now, she’d probably freeze to death.
The anger melted from his face. ‘We better get you defrosted.’
One boiling hot bath later, and Hailey was back in the grounds with her friends, telling them what Venus had done.
‘I’ll kill her!’ Demi clenched her hands into fists.
‘You know I’m not big on violence,’ Jayden said, ‘but in this case, I’ll make an exception and help you, Demi.’
‘We should tell Madam Grayson,’ Alec suggested.
Aaron shook his head. ‘No, Venus will deny it. We’ll have to get revenge ourselves.’
Demi pointed a finger at the palace. ‘Speaking of Hades.’
Hailey scowled at Venus and the twins, who’d just sauntered into the grounds. If there’d been a sky, she would have blown the three of them away on a tornado.
‘I’m going first,’ Jayden announced.
A wave tore through the force field and crashed over Venus and the twins. They shrieked and tried to run back into the palace, but they slammed against an invisible wall a few feet from the entrance.
‘Not so fast.’ Aaron smirked, holding his palms up. ‘Your turn, Dems.’
Demi grinned deviously. ‘This one’s for you, Hails.’ She extended a hand towards one of the gardens before flicking it at the three girls, who were too busy banging against Aaron’s force field to notice the sea-anemones stretching their tentacles towards them.
The tentacles wrapped around the evil trio’s arms and legs, injecting them with stinging poison, forcing the girls to shriek in pain.
Hailey was in hysterics, but she figured they’d had enough. ‘Okay, let them go.’
‘I don’t think they’ll be wearing miniskirts and halter tops again anytime soon,’ Demi remarked, coercing the sea-anemones to release Venus and the twins, who now had angry red spots all over their skin.
The moment the evil trio were free, they kicked the air in front of them, sprinting forward when their feet didn’t meet Aaron’s force field, and disappeared into the palace.
Hailey and her friends were still laughing five minutes later. They only stopped when Amathia entered the grounds.
‘Uh oh,’ Demi said. ‘It looks like Venus doesn’t share our view about not snitching.’
‘I told you we should have gone to Madam Grayson.’ Alec’s shoulders slumped. ‘Now we’ll probably get detention and neutralising bracelets.’
Jayden stretched his legs out, appearing not the least bit concerned. ‘It was worth it.’
‘Definitely,’ Aaron agreed.
‘I don’t think she’s here for us,’ Hailey said.
Amathia lingered in front of the entrance, her eyes gazing up at the sea. ‘Okaeat,’ she called out.
Everything fell deathly quiet for a second.
And then the ground shook.
Earthquake!
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Midnight Snack
The grounds erupted in chaos. Students screamed and bolted towards the palace to find cover. Hailey and her friends leapt to their feet, ready to join the stampede.
But they didn’t take one step before Amathia called out, ‘Calm down.’ Students froze where they were. ‘There’s no need to be afraid. Look.’
Hailey stared up, her mouth popping open.
The palace was rising, pushing through the sky of water like an elevator zooming from the bottom of the sea. Higher and higher it rose, until finally the water rolled off the force field.
The sky gleamed down at Hailey mockingly as if saying, ‘I win.’ Her fingertips tingled, and she shoved her hands into her pockets. There was no way she was using her powers with so many students around.
‘From this day forth, the palace will rise from the sea once a week for three days,’ Amathia announced, her voice somehow ringing out over the entire grounds. ‘I believe we will all benefit from some fresh air and sunlight.’ She briefly glanced at Hailey, who could practically hear Amathia’s voice in her head saying, ‘You cannot escape your destiny.’
I was doing just fine, Hailey grumbled to herself. But she had to admit, she was a little relieved she’d never experience the pain the prisoners on the documentary had from not using their powers.
‘Eikaatva adaur,’ Amathia’s voice rang out.
The force field deactivated, welcoming in a gentle salty breeze that drifted through the grounds.
Hailey finally recognised the language Amathia spoke—only because she had a class on it. It was Goldarin: the original language of the Titans and gods, and the first race of humans.
Amathia glided back inside as what looked like half the student population poured into the grounds. They stared up in awe, acting as if they’d never seen the sky before.
‘I bet you’re desperate to use your powers,’ Demi remarked.
Hailey shook her head, continuing to ignore the tingling in her fingers. ‘Nope.’
‘You shouldn’t be so shy,’ Demi said. ‘Give them a show.’
Yeah, so that a million students swarm me; what a great idea. ‘I’m heading inside before anyone remembers I’m a Zeus. See you later.’
Hailey lowered her head and pushed her way through the horde of students, praying to the Tyches of the world that no one would recognise her. Thankfully, everyone was too busy looking up to even notice her.
She glanced up, too, when she reached the palace’s entrance, the azure blue sky forcing a smile to her lips. ‘Hello again,’ she murmured and passed into the entryway, where students flooded the staircases, all of them eager to get outside. ‘Excuse me,’ Hailey said, squeezing onto the stairs.
She wriggled her way up all of two steps before someone up ahead called out, ‘Hey, that’s the Zeus.’
Hailey stiffened.
‘You’re the Zeus?’ the boy next to her asked.
‘Show us your powers,’ someone else demanded.
‘Yeah, come on. I want to see a cyclone. Or a monsoon.’
‘I want to see snow,’ another voice said.
‘No. I’m not using my powers.’ Hailey attempted to push her way up the stairs again, but the students blocked her.
‘Why not? You’re the Zeus, aren’t you?’
‘I don’t want to,’ Hailey snapped and reeled around, ramming her way back down to the entryway, where students swarmed her, continuing to bombard her with requests. She needed to get away. ‘Leave me alone!’ she shouted and barged through the students, breaking free and sprinting through the left archway.
She slowed to a walk once she could no longer hear anyone calling after her, weaving her way deeper into the palace. This is bad. Really bad! Everyone at the Academy probably knew who she was by now, and, if they didn’t, they soon would. She’d never be able to enter a room again without someone demanding she use her powers.
The sky had stripped away her freedom, and she doubted even the Uniques could outshine her enough that people ignored her.
‘I think she went down here.’
Medusa, they’re following me. Hailey glanced around for somewhere to hide. Poseidon’s stable was a few feet away. Technically, students weren’t allowed inside without a teacher, but she’d happily accept a detention if it meant escaping the craziness for a little while.
She slipped through the stable’s doors, the salty air engulfing her.
The horses nickered.
‘Hello,’ Hailey said, quietly closing the doors behind her. ‘Can I hide here for a little while?’ she whispered, petting each horse before slumping against the double doors at the end of the stable. ‘So my life is over,’ she said, speaking quiet enough that anyone hunting her outside wouldn’t hear. ‘Amathia decided to raise the palace. And it’s pretty obvious she did it because of me. But I never asked her to. I even told her that I came here to escape my powers. And it was working. Everyone was leaving me alone. But now… I’ll never escape again. And it’s Amathia’s fault.’ The realisation seared her heart and tears leaked down her cheeks.
She’d told Amathia what she’d never told anyone before, and she’d ignored Hailey’s feelings. ‘Why’d she do it? Why is she putting me through this? This will be my life for the next five years. It’ll be worse than my life before I came here because at the end of the day, I can’t escape back home. I have to stay here with all the students. With their stares. Their whispering. I don’t want any of this!’
Sobs tore through her, and she clasped a hand over her mouth in case anyone lurked outside.
Hailey had no idea how long she sat there crying, but it felt like hours. Eventually, the tears stopped and she gasped in shaky breaths. ‘I know I’m being ridiculous.’ She sniffed, swiping tears from her puffy eyes and realising just how much she was overreacting. ‘It’s not Amathia’s fault. She did it because she doesn’t want me to suffer from not using my powers,’ she said. ‘And it’s only three days a week. I’ll have freedom on the other four—that’s better than nothing.’
The horses nickered again, as if agreeing.
‘Thanks for listening.’ She lurched to her feet and scratched each horse behind the ears before heading to the doors, where she glanced back at the horses. ‘Please don’t tell Kendra about this if you see her again.’ She didn’t want anyone knowing about her meltdown.
The horses whinnied; Hailey hoped that meant they’d keep their muzzles shut.
‘Thank you,’ she said and slipped into the hallway.
She weaved her way back to the entryway, which was no longer bursting with people, and peered into the grounds. Students were scattered everywhere—a lot of them wearing bathing suits and lying on cushions they’d stolen from the common rooms, acting as if they were enjoying a day at the beach.
‘Hey, you’re the Zeus.’
Hailey whirled around. Three students lingered behind her.
‘Come show us your powers,’ one said and reached for Hailey’s wrist.
Hailey tore her arm from their grasp. ‘No!’ She bolted up the stairs, only stopping when she reached the off-shoot staircase that led to her common room. You can do this, she told herself, and took a breath before climbing up the staircase.
About thirty students sat in the common room; their reaction was instant. Their eyes locked on to Hailey and the students leapt up, launching towards her.
Hailey staggered back a step.
‘There you are,’ a girl Hailey didn’t know said. ‘We’ve been waiting for you to demonstrate your powers.’
‘I’m not going to,’ Hailey said, and considered retreating back to the stable.
‘Did you lie about being a Zeus?’ someone asked. ‘Because that’s pretty low.’
‘I’m a Zeus,’ Hailey snapped, surprised by the defensiveness in her tone. Why should she care if they believed her?
The girl planted her hands on her hips. ‘Then prove it.’
‘I don’t have to prove anything.’ Hailey shoved through the crowd.
She made it to her dorm, where she collapsed on her bed with a sigh. ‘Just three days,’ she reminded herself. ‘Everything will go back to normal in three days.’
* * *
Hailey gazed out her window, smiling at the stars, feeling as though they were twinkling just for her. She reached a hand up to them, a cool breeze brushing against her skin, bringing the smell of the sea with it. With a flick of her hand, the breeze evaporated, leaving everything still.
It was the first time she’d used her powers since coming here. She figured it was safe since it was almost midnight and everyone was in bed—including Demi, who was buried under her duvet, her breathing slow and deep.
A dim glow filtered into the room, making the window’s crystal doors sparkle. Hailey spun around in time to see the light creeping under the door vanish. Guess not everyone’s in bed after all. Hailey had been cooped up in her dorm since this afternoon—when Amathia had ruined everything by raising the palace—and a little spy work seemed like a good way to stretch her legs.
She slipped out of her dorm and spotted two girls creeping into the common room. Hailey tiptoed after them but stopped when they headed for the staircase. Did she really want to risk a detention to stalk after some girls who might only be going for a walk? ‘Hey,’ she called softly.
Both girls jumped, whirling around with wide eyes. ‘We’re stretching our legs,’ the girl holding a torch said quickly.
‘Yeah, we’re going back to bed now,’ the other one squeaked.
‘I wasn’t…’ Hailey’s words fell away when she realised the light the girl held wasn’t a torch. It was a glowing orb that burned like a fireball. Hailey had never seen anything like it before.
The light-holding girl inched forward. ‘Hailey?’
Hailey shifted her gaze to the girl’s amber eyes, which seemed to burn with the same brightness as the light she was holding. ‘Yes,’ she said hesitantly, ready to dart back to her dorm if the girl mentioned her powers.
‘I’m Elora,’ the light-holding girl said. ‘This is Kallie.’ She pointed a thumb at the plumpish girl standing a step behind her, who smiled nervously, revealing dusky pink braces.
Hailey’s legs un-tensed and she stared back at the light in Elora’s hand. ‘Are you a fireball thrower?’ Wielding fireballs was a power all the gods had possessed, like conjuring and telekinesis, and was known as an Inbetweener power.
Elora shook her head. ‘No. This isn’t a fireball. It’s a mini sun. I’m an Apollo.’
‘I’ve never met an Apollo who could conjure a sun in their hand,’ Hailey said, awestruck. All the Apollos she’d met could only predict the future or play musical instruments, like the violin and guitar, really well.
‘Um, if you’re not planning to turn us in, we should probably get moving before someone hears us,’ Kallie interrupted, gazing uneasily at the door to the girls’ dormitories.
‘Where are you going?’ Hailey asked.
‘For a midnight snack,’ Elora said. ‘Wanna come?’
‘Okay.’ Hailey had skipped dinner, so a snack sounded pretty tempting right now. And she figured all the teachers would be in bed, so the chances of someone catching them after curfew were minimal.
She tailed the two girls down to the main hall, where the floating orbs flared to life the second they passed through the archway. Hailey squinted against the brightness and sat down at the nearest table, where Kallie conjured an assortment of chocolates and lollies on her plate.
‘How often do you sneak down here?’ Hailey asked.
Elora shrugged. ‘Whenever we’re hungry or can’t sleep,’ she answered, opening a packet of chocolate pearls, its sweet scent making Hailey’s mouth water.
Kallie popped a minthe into her mouth. ‘Yum. I love mint things,’ she said and pushed the plate towards Hailey. ‘Help yourself.’
Hailey couldn’t believe she’d never thought of using the plates to conjure her own personal sweet shop before. She grabbed an oracle bar and tore open its shiny gold wrapper before reading the message inscribed on top of the chocolate: Your strength is about to be tested.
‘What’s this?’
Hailey knew who it was before she turned around. Venus lurked in the archway with the twins, the three of them wearing matching chiffon nightdresses that could have been mistaken for evening gowns. Venus’s lips curved into a dark smile. ‘Hailey, you should know better than to sneak out after curfew.’
‘I could say the same about you,’ Hailey replied, her voice clipped.
Venus tossed her pristine curls behind her shoulder. ‘Poor Cleo suffers from low blood sugar. She has permission to come to the main hall after curfew. I’m merely being a good friend by keeping her company.’
Hailey clenched a fist around the oracle bar wrapper. ‘I doubt that.’
‘We were hungry,’ Kallie blurted nervously.
Venus regarded her with repulsion. ‘If I were you, I’d give up eating all together.’
Nerissa and Cleo snickered.
Hailey shot up, her scallop-shell chair clattering to the ground. ‘Apologise!’
Kallie’s face burned red. ‘It’s okay, Hailey,’ she said, pushing away the chocolates.
‘No, it’s not.’ Hailey glared back at Venus, who smiled amusedly, making it clear there’d be no apology. ‘Why do you have to be such a harpy?’
The insult rolled right off of Venus, who shrugged nonchalantly. ‘It’s my nature. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’ve got to inform Madam Grayson about you sneaking out. It’s for your own good.’ She strutted off with the cackling twins.
Elora threw herself into the back of her chair. ‘Great. We’re going to get detention.’
No way would Hailey let Venus win. She considered beating the evil trio back to the girls’ dormitories—after pushing them down the stairs—but Venus already had a head start, and was no doubt running, not wanting to delay getting Hailey into trouble by a single second. The only other option was to hide somewhere until Madam Grayson concluded Venus was a liar and, if the Tyches were on Hailey’s side, issued Venus a detention for wasting her time.
Kallie pushed away from the table. ‘I can use my powers to get us outta here.’
Elora smacked herself on the head. ‘Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Are you an Inbetweener who can dematerialise?’ It was the only power she could think of that could get them back to their dorms.
Kallie shook her head. ‘I can open portals to parallel worlds.’
Hailey didn’t know what to say. She just stood there, staring at Kallie like she’d grown an extra head.
Kallie shrank away from her gaze. ‘It’s not that great… I mean, you’re a Zeus.’
That snapped Hailey out of her shock. She was doing the same thing people did when they found out about her powers, and she highly doubted Kallie liked being gawked at any more than she did. ‘Sorry. Your powers took me by surprise.’
‘I hate to interrupt,’ Elora said, picking up the chair Hailey had knocked over, ‘but if we don’t hurry, we’ll get busted.’
Kallie jumped into action. ‘Right.’ She pressed her palms together, blowing out a long breath as she drew them apart. A white sphere of glowing light formed between her hands. She threw it forward, grinning when it morphed into a vortex of swirling lights the colour of a rainbow.
Hailey couldn’t help it, she was gaping again.
Elora ran into the portal and vanished.
‘Go, Hailey,’ Kallie prompted.
Hailey gulped, feeling as though she were back on Poseidon’s Island having a panic attack about leaping into the whirlpool. But unlike on the island, she didn’t have time to work through her fears, because she could hear footsteps on the stairs.
Clinging to her necklace, Hailey scurried into the portal. Wisps of red, green, yellow, and blue swirled around her. She reached out to touch the lights but they disappeared.
Hailey was back in the main hall, which now smelled musty and unused, and looked nothing like the main hall she’d just been in. There weren’t rows and rows of tables. Instead, a long object draped in a white sea-silk sheet stretched down the room.
‘Watch out.’
Something rammed into Hailey from behind and sent her toppling forward; her knees and hands smashed against the hard ground.
‘I’m sorry, Hailey,’ Kallie said, helping her back up.
‘I should have moved when…’ Hailey froze. ‘The portal… it’s gone!’
‘Keep your voice down.’ Kallie shot the empty archway into the main hall an apprehensive look. ‘I had to close the portal so Madam Grayson didn’t see it. I’ll reopen it in a few minutes.’
‘Oh,’ Hailey said, feeling like an idiot for overreacting. But in her defence, travelling to parallel worlds was new to her. And she couldn’t believe she was actually in one.
What’s the version of me like here? she wondered. Was her dad still alive here? Was she actually worthy of being a Zeus in this world?
Elora wandered over to the sheet-covered object, which Hailey guessed was a really long table. ‘What world is this?’
‘One where Poseidon’s Academy was never created,’ Kallie answered.
‘Nemertes would be happy,’ Hailey muttered to herself. ‘So what’s the weirdest world you’ve been to so far?’
‘Um, there’s this one world where humans think the gods are myths and no one has any powers. I think the gods must have been killed off really early in that world—they don’t even have monsters or anything.’
Sounds like Elysium, Hailey thought, wondering if her doppelganger in that world knew how lucky she was that she didn’t have to worry about prophesies or psycho nereids trying to resurrect the gods.
Voices drifted from the entryway.
‘Someone’s coming,’ Kallie hissed. ‘We need to hide.’
They darted under the table just as the quarrelling voices reached the hall. Hailey peeked under the small gap between the sheet and pearl floor to see who she was hiding from. Amathia stood in front of the archway.
‘The palace has fallen into disuse since Poseidon left,’ Amathia said. ‘There is no reason for it not to become a learning centre.’
‘Humans aren’t worthy of our knowledge.’ Hailey cringed when Nemertes came into view. ‘And Poseidon will return.’
‘I don’t believe that.’
Nemertes looked ready to explode. She opened her mouth to snap something back, but seemed to reconsider and shook her head instead. ‘Why Poseidon chose you as a follower, I do not know.’ She stalked away, leaving Amathia looking utterly defeated. She sighed before leaving too.
‘Poor Amathia,’ Elora said as the three of them climbed out from under the table.
‘We should tell her about our world,’ Hailey suggested. If they let this Amathia know about their Amathia going behind her sisters’ backs and creating Poseidon’s Academy, then maybe she’d decide to stand up to her sisters too.
Kallie shook her head. ‘We can’t interfere.’ She touched her palms together. ‘I think it’s safe to go back now.’
‘No,’ Hailey said.
Kallie shot her a hard look. ‘I said we can’t interfere. This world needs to play out the way it’s supposed to.’
‘That wasn’t what I was saying no to,’ Hailey said—although she wanted to. But as Kallie’s powers had brought her here, she would adhere to her rules. ‘I’d bet my powers Venus is waiting for us in the common room. Is it possible for you to open the portal in the girls’ dormitories?’
Kallie nodded. ‘I can open the portal anywhere inside.’
‘Humans!’ the word was a poisonous hiss, giving it away as Nemertes’s voice.
She loomed in the archway; her green eyes snapped to Hailey and morphed into a deadly glare, sending her a clear message the nereid wouldn’t like her any more here than in her own world.
‘Get us out of here, Kallie!’ Elora shouted.
Kallie drew her hands apart, reopening the vortex of swirling lights.
Nemertes stumbled back a step with a gasp.
But her astonishment didn’t last.
The second Elora bolted through the portal, Nemertes snapped back to evil-nymph mode and lunged for Hailey. Hailey dodged her, leaping into the portal.
A few seconds later, she was back in the familiar hallway of the girls’ dormitories. She jumped to the side and spun around, her heart hammering while she waited to see if Nemertes would make it through.
A second passed, and then Kallie appeared, the vortex closing behind her. Hailey exhaled. The Nemertes in her world scared her enough; the last thing she needed was a second one.
‘That was close,’ Kallie said, looking as pale as a Thanatos’s victim. ‘We should get back to our dorms.’
‘Not yet,’ Hailey whispered. She wanted to know if she’d been right about Venus and the twins organising a stakeout. She edged down the hallway and cracked open the door to the common room.
Venus sat in a chair directly in front of the staircase, with a dopey-eyed Nerissa and Cleo on chairs next to her.
With a snicker, Hailey closed the door. Venus: 1; Me: 2.
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The Sirens’ Song
Hailey stood in the grounds, just in front of the palace’s entrance, forcing her gaze down to the rainbow reefs growing below the diamond floor. She refused to look at the sky. She wanted nothing to do with it right now. Not when her entire Powers class was standing around her. She could feel their eyes boring into her, waiting for her to give them a show.
Hailey had managed to avoid using her powers in front of anyone since the palace rose two days ago. But there’d be no avoiding it today. Not when Madam Norwood had decided to have Powers class outside.
‘Okay, everyone break apart and practise your powers,’ Madam Norwood instructed. ‘If you can’t use your powers out here, then pair up with someone who can and help them.’
Hailey resisted the urge to bolt back inside when Madam Norwood approached her. She would probably be like Hailey’s last Powers teacher and try and mould her into a weapon so she’d be ready to fight the gods if they returned. Madam Norwood glanced at Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, who hadn’t moved. ‘I said to practise.’ The four of them scrambled off, leaving Hailey alone. ‘I never had a chance to assess your powers. Would you mind showing me?’
No was what she wanted to say, but she couldn’t exactly refuse a teacher, unless she wanted a detention. ‘Okay,’ Hailey said slowly.
She finally raised her eyes. The sky was not happy: dark clouds crowded it, threatening to pour rain down at any second. It was the type of sky Hailey dreaded because when there was rain, a storm was never far behind.
She swept her hand across the sky, swatting away the clouds, which drifted into the distance as an applause broke out. Hailey shrank back when she realised her entire Powers class had been watching.
‘Get back to work,’ Madam Norwood snapped, fixing the other students with a stern glare. Demi gave Hailey a big smile and thumbs up. ‘That was very well done,’ Madam Norwood said to Hailey. ‘Your powers are more advanced than I’d thought.’
Hailey blinked. Had a teacher just complimented her powers?
‘I sense you can do more,’ Madam Norwood continued. ‘But I understand that you probably don’t want to be seen as showing off. You can practise manipulating the clouds with wind for the rest of the lesson. I assume you can control the wind?’
Hailey nodded and waited for Madam Norwood to add that she wanted a plethora of tornadoes by the end of class.
‘Good. I’m going to help some of the other students now.’
Madam Norwood wandered off, leaving Hailey gaping. That’s it? She was happy seeing Hailey push a few clouds around? It appeared her new Powers teacher was nothing like her previous one after all.
Blue skies.
Classes ended and Hailey headed outside with her friends, who wanted to take in as much sky as possible before the palace descended tonight. She swatted away a few grey clouds before settling on the ground, next to a blue zircon tree.
‘Where do the clouds go when you do that?’ Alec asked.
Hailey shrugged. ‘I don’t really know. But as long as I can’t see them, I’m happy.’
Aaron cocked an eyebrow. ‘What’ve you got against clouds?’
‘Nothing. It’s lightning I don’t like.’ But she wasn’t going to tell him why. ‘What homework should we do first?’
‘Hey, you’re the Zeus, right?’ a girl’s voice asked.
Hailey didn’t bother looking up to see who the latest harasser was. She concentrated on unpacking her book bag. ‘Yeah.’
‘Can you—’
‘No.’ Hailey cut her off.
‘But I—’
Hailey met the girl’s gaze. ‘No, I won’t use my powers for you. So stop asking!’
‘Jeez, rude much?’ the girl muttered and stalked off.
Um, you’re the one trying to force me to use my powers for your personal entertainment, how does that make me the rude one? Hailey wanted to shout out after her.
‘Great, my afternoon is ruined.’
Hailey mimicked Aaron’s scowl when she spotted Venus and the twins prowling towards a girl with fly-away brown hair, who was leaning against a tanzanite tree. Hailey didn’t hear what the evil trio said to the other girl, but whatever it was sent her running away in tears.
Hailey sprang to her feet with her friends and stormed towards Venus and the twins, who were wearing matching smirks.
‘What did you say to her?’ Hailey demanded.
Venus’s smile widened. ‘I told her Others aren’t welcome here, and she should leave the Academy.’ She sneered at Alec and Aaron. ‘That message applies to you two as well.’
Aaron took a step forward, raising his hands, but Jayden darted in front of him before he could activate his force field. ‘Don’t let her get to you. You’ll only make her happy.’
‘I’d be careful what you say, Venus,’ Demi said, her words edged in threat. ‘I can get the sea-anemones to attack you again any time.’
Venus’s smile vanished. ‘That was you?’
Demi shrugged. ‘You deserved it.’
Venus’s hands clenched into fists, and her face turned red. Hailey cut her off before she could shout out any promises of revenge saying, ‘You should apologise to Alec and Aaron, and the girl you made cry.’
Venus scoffed. ‘Or what? Will you blow me away on a wisp of wind, you pathetic excuse for a Zeus.’
Hailey’s temper surged forth like a ravenous hydra. She summoned a gale of wind and threw it at Venus and the twins, the evil trio slamming into a pearl tree, sending pearls scattering to the ground and rolling into the sea.
‘Nice.’ Aaron patted her on the back.
‘Hailey, you’re stooping to their level,’ Jayden chided. ‘We should have walked away.’
‘I could have sent them into the sea or to the other side of the world. But I didn’t.’
‘Maybe we should have told Madam Grayson.’ Alec chewed his lip, looking like he wanted to bolt and pretend he’d never been in the grounds. ‘We’re probably going to get into trouble now.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly, you two, Venus and the twins deserved it, and you know it.’
‘Just like you’ll deserve what we do next.’ Hailey startled, not realising Venus had stormed back over.
Aaron stepped up to her. ‘Leave us alone—and everyone else, for that matter. No one likes a harpy.’
‘And I don’t like Others infesting my school.’ Venus huffed out a breath, pink mist floating from her mouth like a puff of smoke.
The mist engulfed Aaron, who tried to swipe it away, but some of it drifted up his nose. He stiffened. ‘How can I serve you, my love?’
Venus’s eyes sparkled with glee. ‘Come to my side.’
‘What are you doing, Aaron?’ Demi grabbed his arm, but he pulled free, moving to stand beside a thoroughly entertained Venus.
‘That’s enough, Venus.’ Jayden’s voice was hard. ‘Let him go.’
‘That’s not going to happen.’ She glanced at Nerissa and Cleo. ‘Your turn, girls.’
‘I don’t think so.’ Hailey raised her arms again. Warmth flowed into her hands and then evaporated as music sweeter than a triple-coated Ares chocolate bar floated through the air. The song’s ethereal beauty consumed Hailey, making her forget what she’d been doing. Her arms fell to her sides.
It wasn’t until Jayden and Alec trailed towards Nerissa and Cleo that she understood what was happening: the twins were singing, using their siren powers to draw the boys to them.
‘I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got new toys to play with.’ With a swish of her curls, Venus turned. ‘Come, Aaron, let’s go tell the rest of your unworthy kind it’s time to leave Poseidon’s Academy.’
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron obediently traipsed away with Venus and the twins. Silence settled over the grounds, allowing Hailey’s brain to start working again now that the twins’ powers were no longer distracting her. Sweeping the three girls up in a tornado was her first thought, but the boys were too close and would get swept up too.
Hailey turned to ask Demi what they should do. Her best friend was way ahead of her. She had grown a bunch of sea-anemones’ tentacles and was directing them at Venus and the twins, the tentacles slithering towards the girls like snakes.
As if sensing the plants’ approach, Aaron whirled around and raised his palms, blocking the tentacles with his force field. He glowered at Hailey and Demi and shoved his hands forward.
It took Hailey a second too long to comprehend what he was doing. His force field ploughed into her, slamming her to the ground as her face erupted in pain. Demi crumpled down next to her, hitting her head so hard Hailey thought she’d been knocked out. But a moan told her otherwise.
‘I think my face is broken,’ Demi groaned, staggering up. ‘Remind me to kick Aaron when this is over.’
‘Come on, we have to get inside before Venus makes them do something expulsion worthy.’ Hailey sprinted into the palace and caught a glimpse of the boys through the middle archway.
She burst into the hall, where only a few students sat eating late breakfasts. As far as Hailey could see, there were no teachers. She supposed that was a good thing, because it meant the boys wouldn’t get in trouble for whatever they were about to do.
Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo sat at a table fifteen feet away, wearing matching grins as they watched Jayden, Alec, and Aaron march up to a pair of girls sitting two tables away.
‘Stop!’ Hailey cried, weaving through tables to get to the boys, having a feeling that whatever they were about to do wasn’t going to be good.
Jayden and Alec ignored her yelling and picked up the girls’ bowls of cereal, emptying them over the girls’ heads, milk and Demeter flakes pouring over their hair and trickling into their laps. Hailey halted to a stop. She was too late; she couldn’t do anything now.
‘This is bad,’ Demi said, reaching Hailey’s side.
‘We don’t want you in our school, Others,’ Aaron hissed at the girls, who Hailey recognised as Tanzy and Lexa, first years.
The girls sprang up, milk dripping from their hair.
‘You chose the wrong Uniques to pick on,’ Lexa spat angrily in an American accent. She levitated into the air, her long hair flying out around her, and kicked Aaron square in the nose, sending a sickening crack through the hall.
Aaron howled, his hands shooting to his nose; bright red blood oozed from between his fingers.
‘Now leave us alone,’ Tanzy said, her accent matching Lexa’s. She clicked her fingers when Lexa landed, and the food and milk coating them disappeared—even the purple ribbon in Tanzy’s dark hair turned immaculate.
‘Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, this isn’t you,’ Demi pleaded. The three boys stared at her, their eyes empty. ‘Venus and the twins have you under their spell.’
Chairs screeched against the pearl floor. ‘Don’t listen to them,’ Venus snarled, sauntering over with the twins. ‘Finish off those two.’
‘Don’t,’ Hailey begged them.
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron hesitated. The twins’ sweet singing engulfed the hall, and the boys snapped back around to the two girls. Lexa levitated, her leg swinging at Jayden’s face. Hailey waited to hear the crack of his nose breaking.
But Lexa never made contact.
A gale surged through the main hall, sweeping up Hailey and everyone near her, sending them soaring over tables and gaping students. She barely had time to register what was happening before the wind dumped her, her leg exploding in pain as it collided with a chair.
‘WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?!’ Master Anderson roared, storming over to where they’d crashed. ‘Get up!’
Waves of nausea washed over Hailey. Moving would probably result in the reappearance of her breakfast, but Master Anderson looked so furious she was willing to risk it. She gritted her teeth and forced her battered body up, being careful not to put any weight on her left leg, which she was pretty sure was broken.
Master Anderson’s harsh gaze melted when he noticed some of them were injured. He pinched his nose and shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t have used my powers on you. But you looked ready to kill each other.’
‘Oh no, Master Anderson, we were only trying to stop these boys from attacking Tanzy and Lexa,’ Venus said in a sickly sweet voice. ‘They were harassing them for being Uniques—but they referred to them by their old name.’
Hailey glowered at Venus, who looked as though she hadn’t been remotely hurt by the fall—not one curl was out of place. She didn’t think it was possible, but in that moment, she hated Venus even more.
‘That’s a lie, Master Anderson!’ Demi cried indignantly. ‘Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo used their powers to control them.’
‘Is that true?’ Master Anderson asked Venus and the twins. ‘Because you know using your powers to influence others is not tolerated at Poseidon’s Academy.’
Venus feigned offence. ‘I would never use my powers like that, and neither would Nerissa and Cleo.’
Nerissa shook her head. ‘Definitely not.’
‘Never,’ Cleo agreed.
‘Stop lying!’ Demi shouted.
Master Anderson raised a silencing hand. ‘Enough,’ he said, taking a deep breath. Hailey cringed, thinking he was preparing to use his Anemoi powers again. But instead he said, ‘I don’t know what happened here, but mark my words, if it happens again you’ll find yourselves answering to Amathia. Now get to the healing wing.’
Master Anderson left the hall, giving Venus the chance to poke her tongue out at Hailey and mouth I win.
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The Healing Wing
The clean scent of eucalyptus greeted Hailey when she lumbered into the healing wing. Single beds with crisp sheets and hospital-tucked corners bordered the walls, all of them empty. The only person there was a short plump woman sitting behind a desk at the end of the narrow room.
The plump woman looked up from the notes she was scribbling and gasped. ‘Medusa!’ she shrieked, bustling over to them. ‘What happened?’
‘Master Anderson,’ Demi replied simply, guiding Hailey to a bed.
The nurse clucked her tongue. ‘Did he sneeze again? The last time that happened, he almost took out an entire PE class. Not to worry. I’ll sort you lot out.’ She approached Hailey with a big smile. ‘Hello, dearie. I’m Madam Mendem.’ She examined Hailey’s rapidly swelling leg dangling over the bed. She shook her head. ‘My, my, that does look nasty, you poor thing.’
‘I think it’s broken,’ Hailey said with a sigh, imagining how tiring and inconvenient climbing up and down the hundred-and-something stairs to and from her dorm, classes, and the main hall would be. ‘How quickly can you speed up the healing time?’ she asked, assuming Madam Mendem was an Aceso like her last school nurse.
An amused smile spread across Madam Mendem’s face. ‘Oh, pretty quickly, dearie. Now just relax.’
Hailey flinched when the nurse touched her leg. Soothing warmth spread from her ankle to her knee, erasing the pain. It appeared Hailey had been wrong about the nurse being an Aceso. The only person strong enough to completely heal an injury was an Asclepius. Hailey had never been healed by one before; there were only so many in the world, and most of them worked in hospitals.
Madam Mendem drew back her hand and plonked down beside Hailey. ‘Now you’re hurt,’ Hailey said, noticing Madam Mendem’s leg was as swollen as hers had been seconds ago.
‘We Asclepiuses heal fast. My body will have it mended in a jiffy.’
Someone coughed, drawing Hailey’s attention to the bed across from her. Aaron was slumped on it, his crooked nose dripping blood into his lap, while he stared down with a look of utter dejection. ‘Looks like Aaron’s back to normal,’ she told Demi.
‘Pity we can’t say the same about Jayden and Alec,’ Demi replied in disgust.
Hailey’s nausea returned as she watched Jayden fluff up Nerissa’s pillows, while Alec massaged her pedicured feet. Hailey wanted to slap the both of them out of their trances, but she doubted the nurse would approve.
Madam Mendem got back up, her leg now only slightly swollen. ‘Who’s next?’
‘I think Nerissa should be next,’ Jayden said.
Hailey rolled her eyes and turned her attention to Tanzy, who perched on a bed near the door, staring out a window. Hailey couldn’t change what had happened, but she could at least explain the boys’ innocence. She wandered over to her. ‘Hey, Tanzy.’
Tanzy raised a hand as Hailey opened her mouth to explain everything. ‘I already know Venus and those sirens were behind it all. I heard them tell the boys to get us, and I know Alec and Aaron are Others, so it was pretty obvious attacking us wasn’t their idea.’
‘Oh.’ That was easier than Hailey had expected. ‘Well, in that case, do you mind talking to Aaron? I think he’s feeling pretty guilty.’
‘Okay,’ she agreed, cradling her wrist and standing up.
Hailey suddenly remembered how the food and drink on Tanzy and Lexa had vanished. ‘Tanzy?’
‘Yeah?’
‘What’s your power?’
‘I can make things disappear.’ She let go of her injured wrist and clicked her fingers at a shell embedded in the wall.
It vanished, leaving behind a tiny indent.
‘Wow. Where does everything go?’
Tanzy shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’
Someone’s shoulder smashed into Hailey. She steadied herself against Tanzy’s bed in time to see Nerissa shoot her a spiteful glare before leaving the healing wing. ‘You can’t make people disappear, can you?’
‘Trust me, I’m working on it.’
Ten minutes later, Madam Mendem finished healing their injuries and released them. Hailey lingered at the bottom of the healing wing stairs with Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron. Tanzy had left five minutes earlier, after talking to the three boys. But her words about it not being their fault hadn’t eased their guilt over what they’d done.
‘I’m going to make Venus wish she was never born an Aphrodite,’ Aaron proclaimed, his eyes seething with loathing.
‘No,’ Jayden said. ‘Revenge is how this whole thing started. We will not stoop to their level.’
‘I agree,’ Alec said, hugging his arms. ‘We need to tell Madam Grayson. Venus and the twins misused their powers, so they’ll get in a lot of trouble.’
‘I’m sure Venus already has some lie concocted if we do that,’ Demi retorted.
‘Yeah, knowing her, she’s probably already gone to Madam Grayson and told her how she stopped the boys from attacking Tanzy and Lexa,’ Hailey said.
‘I guess there’s only one way to find out.’ Jayden walked off, heading down the hallway that led back through the right arch into the entryway.
‘Wait,’ Aaron called, hurrying after him with everyone else. ‘Are you really planning to let Venus and the twins get away with what they did? They forced us to hurt people.’
‘I’m not letting them get away with it,’ Jayden countered, continuing down the hallway. ‘I’m going to do what Alec’s been telling us to do for the past week—tell Madam Grayson. If you want revenge, you can go and get it, Aaron. I won’t stop you.’
Hailey expected Aaron to keep bickering with Jayden, but he followed him back into the entryway in silence, with Demi taking up the argument instead.
Hailey trekked up the entryway stairs, fury pulsing in her veins. More than anything, she wanted to see Venus expelled. And that would only happen if she and her friends told a teacher what the evil trio had done. The only problem was that Madam Grayson might not believe them, especially if she’d fallen for the sweet-as-chocolate-pearls act Venus was putting on for the teachers.
By the time they reached Madam Grayson’s dorm, Demi had given up on convincing Jayden and Alec to take matters into their own hands and conformed to sulking in silence with Aaron.
Jayden knocked on the door, which opened a few seconds later. ‘Boys, you shouldn’t be…’ Madam Grayson’s eyes landed on Aaron and widened. ‘What happened to you?’
Aaron hadn’t bothered cleaning the crusted blood off his face. ‘I had a broken nose.’
‘How did you get it?’
‘That’s what we came here to tell you,’ Demi began, changing from sulky to serious. ‘Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo used their powers on Jayden, Alec, and Aaron to force them into tormenting Uniques.’
Madam Grayson’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why would they do that?’
‘Because we told them off for bullying a Unique,’ Jayden said. Hailey thanked him silently for not mentioning the part where she’d used her powers on them. Blowing a little wind at the girls probably wasn’t enough to get her expelled for misusing her powers, but it would no doubt get her a week’s worth of detentions.
‘Power misuse to that degree is a very serious accusation,’ Madam Grayson informed them. ‘I wasn’t witness to it, so I can’t do anything until I hear Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo’s side.’
‘Don’t bother,’ Aaron said with a shake of his head. ‘They’ll just lie and tell you we were the ones doing the wrong thing, like they did with Master Anderson.’
Madam Grayson opened her mouth to say something, but Alec spoke first. ‘Did you say you were an Athena?’ he asked timidly.
She nodded. ‘Yes.’
‘I know that some Athenas can use their powers to gain knowledge from people’s minds. Can you?’
Hailey had never heard of an Athena being able to read someone’s mind before. But an Athena’s powers were predominantly related to gaining knowledge, so it made sense that they could. After all, isn’t a person’s mind like a really big book?
‘I’m afraid using my powers like that is illegal—it’s considered an invasion of privacy.’
‘Isn’t there anything you can do?’ Hailey asked. ‘They’ll just use their powers again.’
Madam Grayson appeared thoughtful. ‘Go to Madam Norwood. She might know how to block mind-controlling powers—she’ll be in her classroom.’
Things hadn’t gone how Hailey had imagined, but if Madam Norwood could make the boys immune to Venus’s and the twins’ powers, it would be the next best thing to the three of them being expelled.
‘I think that went pretty well,’ Jayden said as they headed from the girls’ dormitories.
Alec smiled smugly. ‘I told you telling Madam Grayson was smarter than getting revenge.’
They reached the Powers classroom, where Hailey knocked once on the door. She stumbled back a step when it swung open almost instantaneously. ‘Enter,’ Madam Norwood called from inside.
‘I love her power,’ Demi said as the five of them piled into the room.
Madam Norwood sat at her desk, three piles of neatly stacked papers in front of her. She peered at Hailey and her friends over her glasses. ‘What brings you to my classroom on the weekend?’
‘We’ve come to see if you know how to block an Aphrodite’s and siren’s powers,’ Jayden said.
Madam Norwood frowned. ‘Block powers? Why would you want to do that?’
‘Because Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo used their powers on Jayden, Alec, and Aaron to get them into trouble,’ Demi explained again. ‘But we can’t prove it, so Madam Grayson told us to come here and see if you have a way to make the boys immune to them.’
Madam Norwood drummed her fingers on the desk. ‘I see. Well, since Madam Grayson sent you, I suppose I can help.’ She ambled to the other side of the room, where she disappeared through the last archway on the right wall.
‘I wonder what room she went into.’ Demi took a couple of steps to the side, trying to peer through the archway twenty yards ahead. She jumped back when Madam Norwood exited it and headed towards them.
Hailey stared curiously at the vial she held, watching the shimmering liquid inside change from clear to pink to red to black. It was obvious now that Madam Norwood had been in the Hecate room. Only those gifted with witchcraft could create potions such as the one in her teacher’s hand.
‘Cool,’ Demi said, her eyes growing wide every time the liquid changed colour.
‘Each of you take one sip from this,’ Madam Norwood instructed the boys.
Jayden took the vial, squinting at the liquid. ‘What is it?’
‘A potion designed to block mind-controlling powers,’ Madam Norwood explained. ‘Once you drink it, no Aphrodite or siren will ever be able to control you again.’
Alec plucked the vial from Jayden’s hand so he could get a closer look. ‘How does it work?’
‘You’d have to ask a Hecate,’ Madam Norwood said with a prickle of annoyance clear in her voice. ‘Now drink up so I can get back to work.’
Alec looked disappointed that Madam Norwood couldn’t tell him more. He tugged the cork from the vial and tentatively took a sip. ‘Mmm, tastes like berries.’ He passed the vial to Jayden.
‘Why isn’t every guy given this potion?’ Hailey asked.
Madam Norwood took the empty vial from Aaron. ‘How would an Aphrodite or siren learn to use and enhance their powers if they had no one to practise on?’
They wouldn’t; that’s the point. ‘Mind control shouldn’t be practised,’ Hailey said a little more forcefully than she’d intended.
‘I can understand your aversion, but no one chooses what powers they’re born with, and it would be discrimination to make it impossible for an Aphrodite or siren to use their gifts,’ Madam Norwood said. ‘Now, off you go. You should be studying.’
Hailey thanked Madam Norwood for helping them before leaving. She waited outside with Demi while Aaron and Jayden dragged out Alec, who’d begun quizzing Madam Norwood on where to find a Hecate who could tell him about the potion.
Hailey could see Madam Norwood’s point about it being discrimination to block someone’s powers—even if they were an Aphrodite. But when it was someone like Venus who abused their powers, she thought an exception could be made.
‘Okay, so you were right,’ Aaron admitted reluctantly when Madam Norwood’s door closed behind them. ‘But the next time Venus tries anything, I’m getting back at her my way.’
‘I guess we’ll battle that minotaur when we cross it,’ Jayden said.
‘I knew Madam Norwood would have a way to make you boys immune,’ Demi bragged as they wandered back to the stairs. ‘Revenge isn’t always the answer.’
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The Forest
Hailey choked back a scream as she woke up. She’d had the nightmare again. The same one she’d been having since her arrival at Poseidon’s Academy ten weeks ago: she’d walk into the grounds to find Demi staring at the sea and saying something was coming, right before a sea-monster grabbed Hailey.
She rubbed at her leg, where she could still feel the sting of the barbed tentacle digging into her skin. It felt as though the nightmare was trying to tell her something. Maybe that going into the grounds at night is a bad idea…? Or maybe that I shouldn’t do my Monsters and Creatures homework before bed?

She glanced at the window, where sunshine filtered into the dorm, making the frosted crystal walls glitter. No point in going back to sleep, Hailey thought, throwing off the covers and rolling out of bed. She pulled on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt before sneaking past her sleeping dorm mate. Well, if she couldn’t enjoy a sleep-in, then she might as well pay her old hiding spot a visit and see how the horses were.
Silence greeted her in the hallway. Today was Saturday, which meant 9.30am was too early for three quarters of the palace to be awake. She was glad, because it meant there wouldn’t be anyone to stop her from visiting the stable.
Hailey made her way through the common room and down the stairs. The stable had been her main hiding spot those first few weeks after Amathia had started raising the palace. But it’d been a couple of weeks since anyone had pestered her about her powers. Apparently, if you kept refusing to use your powers and snapping at people to leave you alone, they eventually stayed away. Of course, it also meant you got a reputation as a bit of a harpy, but Hailey could live with that.
Hailey continued down the third-floor staircase. She no longer needed the stable as a hiding place, but she still liked going there, especially after one of her nightmares. Something about being around animals calmed her. And she liked that they listened.
The stable’s double doors were open when Hailey arrived. She paused outside them and frowned. They were always closed when she came down here. There’s probably a teacher inside, she thought and turned to leave, not wanting a detention for being there without permission.
But then another thought occurred to her... What if it’s a nereid? She hadn’t seen any of them since finding Nemertes in Amathia’s classroom in second week. While she’d started to believe Jayden’s theory about Nemertes’s threat being a bluff, Hailey wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced by it. And if a nereid was inside the stable now, it could be a chance to find out what they were up to.
Sucking in a breath, Hailey slipped through the doors and hid in the corner. A few seconds later, someone crept out of a stall, leading a horse behind them. Hailey’s eyes narrowed. ‘Kendra?’
Kendra jumped, whirling around. ‘Oh, it’s just you, Hailey.’
Hailey glanced at the horse Kendra was sneaking out. ‘Kendra, what are you doing?’
‘Letting the horses stretch their legs.’
Something in her tone told Hailey she wasn’t telling the whole truth. ‘You’re not planning to do something stupid like go for a ride, are you?’
Kendra bit her lip, hesitant. ‘They’re begging me to take them to the sea—the nereids hardly ride them.’
‘Did you ask Amathia if you could?’
‘Well… no.’
‘Don’t be stupid, Kendra. If you get caught, you could get expelled. I’ll go with you to Amathia right now, and we can ask her together.’
Kendra shook her head. ‘I can’t risk her saying no. I need to get out of this palace. The horses feel trapped, and it makes me feel trapped.’ She stared at Hailey with pleading eyes. ‘We’re right near an island. I’m going there so I can talk to some other animals. Please don’t tell anyone.’
Hailey was aware of the island floating about half a mile from the palace, which was close enough for her to know it had a forest. It was well known forests were dangerous places riddled with hungry monsters waiting eagerly with sharp teeth for someone to wander into their territory.
Being an Artemis wouldn’t save Kendra from becoming breakfast, and Hailey wasn’t about to let her run off and get herself killed. ‘You can’t do this.’
‘I’m sorry, Hailey, but you can’t stop me.’ In a quick movement, she pulled herself onto the horse and galloped through the open back doors into the grounds.
Hailey bolted after her, hopelessly watching the horse leap into the sea. She ran back into the stable and reached to unlatch one of the gates so she could borrow a horse and go after Kendra. But she stopped herself. If she went after Kendra alone and something happened—like a giant attacked them—their chances of survival would be minimal, at best. She needed help.
Hailey darted from the stable and almost ran straight into Aaron, who was standing in the hallway, scribbling something down in a notebook. ‘Aaron? What are you doing here?’
Aaron’s eyes widened for a split second. ‘I was—’
‘Never mind.’ Hailey grabbed his wrist and pulled him down the hallway. ‘We need to get back to our common room and get Demi, Jayden, and Alec.’
Aaron dug his heels into the ground. ‘Wait. Tell me what’s happened. Is someone hurt?’
Hailey spun to face him. She didn’t have time for this. ‘Kendra’s in trouble. I’ll explain everything once we get the others. Right now, we need to hurry.’
‘Okay,’ This time Aaron grabbed Hailey’s wrist and sprinted down the hallways with her. ‘I’ll get Jayden and Alec, and we’ll meet in your dorm,’ he said once they reached the common room.
Demi was still asleep when Hailey burst into their dorm. ‘Demi, you need to wake up,’ she practically yelled, shaking her best friend.
Demi’s eyes half-opened. ‘It’s Saturday, Hailey—sleep-in day.’
‘I need your help.’
‘Get Alec to help you with your homework. He’s the smart one,’ she muttered, rolling over.
Hailey wanted to shake her again. Kendra was probably on the island by now. ‘This isn’t about homework. Kendra’s run off to an island.’
Demi sprang up and whipped her head towards Hailey. ‘How?’
‘The sea-horses.’
Hailey thought she saw a glint of jealously in Demi’s eyes. ‘Why would she do that?’
She didn’t have time to explain. ‘We need to do something, Demi.’
‘About what?’ Jayden asked as the boys shuffled in.
‘Kendra stole a sea-horse and went to an island,’ Hailey told them quickly.
Alec gasped. ‘Did you tell Amathia? Has she gone after her?’
‘No.’ Hailey hadn’t considered telling Amathia. It was probably the smart thing to do, but Kendra would likely get expelled as a result. ‘She’ll get kicked out. We need to go after her.’ Hailey felt confident they could get to the island, grab Kendra, and get back to the Academy before anyone noticed they were gone.
‘I’ve been looking for an excuse to ride a sea-horse.’ Demi tossed the sheets off her legs.
Alec threw his hands up. ‘You’re crazy. We can’t go after her. What about monsters?’
‘With all of our powers, I pity any monster that picks a fight with us,’ Jayden said, showing Hailey he was on board with her rescue plan.
Alec remained apprehensive.
Hailey didn’t want to drag anyone into danger who didn’t want to go. Four of them—five if they found Kendra—would hopefully be enough to defeat anything that attacked them. ‘It’s okay, Alec. You can stay here.’
‘And leave you to get lost in the forest? I think not. I’ve read books on tracking, so you’d have a better chance of finding Kendra with me.’
The door on the other side of the dorm flew open as Kora and Tahlia burst in.
‘We overheard everything,’ Kora admitted. ‘Thin walls,’ she added with a shrug.
‘We want to help,’ Tahlia said.
An extra two powers sounded pretty good to Hailey, and Kora’s healing abilities would be handy to have if something went wrong. ‘It could be dangerous,’ she warned.
‘We don’t care.’ Kora tugged off a hairband from around her wrist and pulled her hair into a ponytail.
‘Yeah, Kendra’s our friend,’ Tahlia agreed. ‘We’re going with you.’
‘Then let’s go,’ Hailey prompted, feeling that every minute they wasted at the palace was another minute Kendra could have been attacked in.
The seven of them raced downstairs to the stable, where they each let out a horse. ‘There are just enough horses for us,’ Jayden observed. ‘It’s a good omen.’
‘Yeah, but how do we ride them?’ Tahlia asked, shooting her horse an apprehensive glance.
‘The hippocampi are smart,’ Alec said. ‘If you paid attention in Monsters and Creatures, you’d know they respond to commands.’ He placed a hand on his horse’s back. ‘Down.’ He blushed when nothing happened. ‘That should have worked.’
‘You have to be firm, Alec,’ Demi told him. ‘Down,’ she commanded her own horse, and smiled when it obediently dropped to its belly. ‘See.’ She climbed onto its back and squealed with delight when it stood up. ‘I can’t believe we get to ride sea-horses.’
Hailey turned to her own horse and coaxed it to lie down. She shifted onto its back, hugging her arms tightly around the horse’s scaly neck as it jolted up, feeling as if she was about to topple off—she wished Madam Grayson had given them riding lessons back in first week.
‘What now?’ Kora asked when everyone was on their horse.
‘We get to the sea and head for the island,’ Hailey said simply. Her plan was basically to get to the island, find Kendra—preferably on the beach—and drag her back to the Academy before anyone noticed them missing.
Hailey gently nudged her horse in the ribs, hoping it would move forward at a walk. But the motion sent it off at a gallop towards the open doors. Hailey screamed, clinging to her horse’s neck tighter as they soared across the grounds, and then her horse leapt, plummeting towards the sea.
Instinctively, Hailey inhaled and squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself to hit the water. She expected her horse to sink. But instead she felt it gliding beneath her, as though it were flying.
She peeked her eyes open, and blew out a breath when she realised her horse was swimming towards the island and not sinking to the bottom of the sea with her on its back. Her eyes widened when she saw its front legs. They had transformed into flippers, which sparkled like a rainbow in the sun. Its back legs had also transformed, but instead of flippers a scaly mermaid-like tail flicked through the water. If Hailey hadn’t been heading towards an island to potentially battle a monster or two, she might have enjoyed the ride through the sea. But her mind was focused on finding Kendra.
The moment her horse touched dry land, its flippers and tail changed back into legs, and it trotted onto the beach. Hailey slid from its back, landing on the coarse sand, which felt like crushed shells beneath her shoes. This island was nothing like the tropical one she’d travelled to on her first day. It stretched half a mile on either side, leading to rocky cliffs that obscured the sea.
The forest encroached on most of the island, forming a line of trees a hundred feet up from the beach. Hailey was too far away to see into it, but she could tell by its length that the forest was extremely vast. How are we meant to find Kendra in that?
‘That was awesome!’ Demi exclaimed, jumping from her horse’s back.
‘That was terrifying,’ Alec contradicted, sliding to the ground on shaking legs. ‘I was waiting to sink.’
‘Well, if you paid attention in Monsters and Creatures, Alec, you’d have known sea-horses are excellent swimmers—hence their name,’ Demi teased him.
Alec opened his mouth to say something back, but Jayden cut him off. ‘So, what now?’
‘We find Kendra.’ Hailey’s eyes combed the beach, and her hope of avoiding the forest was raised when she spotted Kendra’s sea-horse resting a short distance away. Her heart sank when she didn’t spot Kendra beside it. She sighed. ‘She must be in the forest.’
‘Stupid,’ Kora muttered.
‘Let’s hurry up,’ Aaron prompted. ‘Kendra might need our help.’
The seven of them commanded their horses to stay before jogging over to Kendra’s horse, where they found shoeprints leading up to the forest.
‘Are we sure we want to do this?’ Alec asked. ‘When you think about it, it’s a really stupid idea. So many people have gone into forests and never come out again—and they weren’t teenagers still learning to use their powers.’
Yes, it was a stupid idea, Hailey had to agree. And maybe if Alec had made that argument back at the Academy, she would have let him convince her to go to Amathia. But they weren’t at the Academy anymore. They were standing in Kendra’s footsteps. ‘If we go back now, Kendra could get herself killed in the time it would take a rescue party to get here,’ Hailey said. ‘It’s not too late for you to back out, Alec. That goes for everyone. If anyone doesn’t want to come, they can stay with the horses.’
Demi, Jayden, Aaron, Kora, and Tahlia all agreed they weren’t staying behind. Everyone looked at Alec. ‘Like I said, I’m not leaving you to get lost.’
Hailey was relieved she wouldn’t be going after Kendra by herself—a forest seemed less terrifying when you had backup to help you battle any monsters. Together, they trailed Kendra’s footsteps into the forest, which was the opposite of the rainforest in their Powers classroom. Instead of being vibrant and green with dozens of different plant species, it was quiet and brown with nothing but towering trees and bushes. It felt woodsy to Hailey, and the dirt’s rich scent reminded her of her mum’s sunflower garden. But there was something about it that trickled ice down her spine.
It’s the silence, Hailey realised with a shudder. There were no birds chirping in the trees or insects buzzing—nothing to indicate life.
Hailey jumped when someone sneezed.
‘Sorry. Allergies.’ Alec sniffed before kneeling down to examine the ground. He studied the twigs and browning leaves, running a hand over the ground. After a few seconds, he straightened and pointed to the right. ‘She went that way.’
‘Wait,’ Kora said before anyone could move. She pulled a bottle of red nail polish from her jacket. ‘I thought it’d be a good idea to mark some trees so we can find our way back.’
‘You really didn’t have to do that. My tracki—’ Alec began, but Jayden cut him off.
‘Good idea, Kora.’
She grinned. ‘Just call me Gretel… or Hansel—whichever one leaves the trail of breadcrumbs.
Two hours later, they were still pursuing Kendra’s tracks. Hailey couldn’t believe how long it was taking to find her. She’d thought they’d traipse through the forest for a few minutes and come across Kendra chatting with some random animal. But the trail kept going, and going, and going. Why in Tartarus did she come out this far?
Every minute that ticked by was torture. Hailey kept imagining Kendra being in trouble. In her head, she saw her falling into an enormous hole and getting knocked unconscious. Or bleeding to death after being attacked by a sphinx.
‘Hang on,’ Alec said.
Everyone halted while Alec knelt down, rubbing dead leaves between his fingers and tracing his hands over broken twigs. No one spoke. They didn’t dare make unnecessary noise in case a monster lurked nearby. Hailey glimpsed into the surrounding foliage to make sure nothing was watching them.
‘Uh oh.’
‘What do you mean uh oh?’ Aaron kept his voice low.
Alec ran a hand over the ground. ‘I’ve lost the trail.’
‘As in it ends?’ Kora asked.
‘Maybe she climbed a tree,’ Demi suggested and glanced up.
‘No. I mean too many animals have come through this way. I can’t discern her tracks.’
‘So now what?’ Hailey asked. ‘We can’t just give up.’ They’d come all this way. For all they knew, Kendra could be a few yards in front of them.
‘Kendra,’ Aaron called out.
‘What are you doing?’ Alec hissed, leaping back up. ‘The monsters will hear.’
‘We don’t have a choice,’ Aaron said.
Jayden’s eyes darted around the trees. ‘I’d rather not get eaten if it can be avoided.’
‘Same here,’ Tahlia agreed. ‘It doesn’t seem smart, Aaron.’
‘We haven’t seen any monsters so far,’ Aaron pointed out. ‘And if any do appear, I’ll protect us with my force field.’
‘But—’ Alec began.
‘Don’t worry, I’ve trained for this kind of thing.’
Hailey frowned. ‘What do you mean you’ve trained for this?’ Sure, Monsters and Creatures educated them on certain monsters’ weaknesses, but she hardly called that training to go up against one.
‘Nothing. It’s a figure of speech.’
Alec scratched his head. ‘I don’t think it is.’
‘Whatever,’ Aaron snapped. ‘We don’t have time for this. Kendra,’ he called out again. ‘Kendra.’
Hailey tensed, prepared for a monster to leap out at them. But nothing came. Okay, maybe it’s safe to make a little noise. ‘Kendra,’ she called out, following Aaron further into the forest with her friends, the vegetation becoming greener and thicker the deeper they went, offering plenty of places for monsters to lurk.
Hailey must’ve called out Kendra’s name a hundred times more before Alec tripped over a root and tumbled to the ground. He clutched his ankle and grimaced. ‘I think I twisted it.’
‘I’ll heal it for you,’ Kora volunteered. She pocketed the nail polish she’d been using on the trees and placed a hand on his injured ankle.
‘This is useless,’ Tahlia declared. ‘Does anyone else think we’re walking in circles?’
A scream ripped through the forest.
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Rain
Hailey didn’t think. She just ran. And she didn’t stop until the trees thinned to reveal the mouth of a cave.
Waves crashing against rocks was the only sound she could hear coming from inside the darkness, but she knew this was where the scream had come from.
Behind her, she could hear the snap of branches and heavy footfalls as her friends made their way through the forest. She didn’t wait for them. She entered the cave, the stench of rotting flesh making every hair on her body stand on end as her fingertips tingled in warning.
She tiptoed deeper into the cave, the hairs on her body standing higher and higher with every step. Hailey froze in the shadows as the cave expanded into a large chamber. On the other side, an opening gazed out at the sea and allowed a stream of sunlight to break through the cave’s gloom.
What the light revealed stopped her heart.
Kendra was lying among a pile of decomposing bones, with a woman hovering over her. Hailey would have thought the woman beautiful if it wasn’t for the two pasty-skinned heads protruding from her shoulders on long necks.
‘Scylla.’ Hailey choked on a breath and then stiffened, expecting the monster to whip around. But the crashing waves had drowned out her gasp. Thank the Tyches.
Hailey knew from Monsters and Creatures that Scylla had once been a nymph, until a witch named Circe had transformed her into a monster. Since then, Scylla had taken her fury out on anyone who came too close to her cave by tearing them limb from limb.
One of the monster’s outer heads lunged for Kendra, its neck stretching out like elastic.
‘STOP!’ Hailey yelled.
The monster’s three heads snapped towards her. Uh oh.
A wave slammed into the cave, dousing Scylla. She screeched, flicking her soaked red hair from her eyes and sending one of her heads zooming towards Hailey, its mouth opening to reveal pointed teeth. Hailey braced for pain, but the head sped past her and sank its teeth into Jayden’s arm, tearing him backwards.
‘JAYDEN!’ Hailey screamed, watching in horror as he smashed down beside Kendra, where he cried out as the head bit him again and again.
Scylla’s other head launched at Hailey before she could run to help him. Adrenaline coursed through her body and she dove sideways, narrowly missing the head’s snapping bite as she hit the ground.
‘You messed with the wrong teenagers.’
Hailey glanced over her shoulder to Demi, who was raising her palms above the dirt. The weeds growing in the cave shot up like vines and twisted around the head that had tried to bite Hailey, wrapping around its neck until the head spluttered and sagged to the ground, unconscious.
Scylla’s other head abandoned Jayden, who was now silent and unmoving, and shot towards Demi. Hailey flew to her feet, squeezing her hand into a fist, preparing to punch it. But the head bounced backwards and collapsed to the dirt before she could make contact.
‘Two down, one to go.’ Aaron was beside Demi, his palms raised.
‘I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!’ Scylla roared, charging forward and smacking a fist against Aaron’s force field, which became visible, rippling like a lake someone had thrown a stone into.
‘We need to get to Jayden and Kendra,’ Hailey told Aaron, her stomach wrenching when she spotted the pool of blood spilling around their inert figures. Can a person lose that much blood?
Aaron shoved his force field forward, sending Scylla soaring backwards and landing in front of the opening that looked out at the sea.
Aaron dropped his hands and several things happened at once. Tahlia bolted towards Jayden and Kendra, and Scylla jerked to her feet. At the same time, the head that had bashed into Aaron’s force field sprang up and flew at Tahlia.
‘Watch out!’ Aaron yelled, hurtling forward to stop the head.
Tahlia beat him to it, blowing a puff of gold dust from her mouth, sending the head drooping to the ground, fast asleep.
Scylla roared and lunged forward to attack her.
‘STOP!’ Hailey boomed.
The tingling in her fingertips dissipated as warmth flowed down her arms. She reached towards the cave’s opening, where the sky blackened, and the waves crashing against the rocks tripled in size and ferocity, before flinging her arms at Scylla.
A gust of wind surged into the cave and slammed the monster against the rock wall with a bang. This time she didn’t get back up.
‘Is that Scylla?’ Alec gaped, joining the rest of them in the cave with Kora at his side.
‘Yes,’ Hailey replied. ‘Come on, we need to get Jayden and Kendra out of here before she—or one of her heads—wakes up.’
Hailey tried to be brave as she walked up to her friends. Blood matted Kendra’s hair from a long gash on her face, and teeth marks peppered her shoulder. But she looked good compared to Jayden, whose clothes were torn and soaked in blood from various wounds.
To Hailey’s relief, they were both breathing, but for how much longer she didn’t know.
Hailey helped her friends carry Jayden and Kendra outside, where Kora got to work on healing them. Please don’t let her be too late, Hailey begged the Tyches, biting her nails as she watched Kora place her hand on Jayden’s gushing neck wound.
Demi looked deathly pale. ‘Is he going to be okay?’
Blood trickled down Kora’s neck, spilling into the dirt. ‘He’ll be fine.’
Hailey sagged to the ground, beyond grateful for the thin walls in her dorm. Thank you, Tyches, for Kora.
Fifteen long minutes ticked by before Kora finished healing Jayden and Kendra. She was now covered in half-healed gashes and dried blood, and looked as though she was about to pass out from exhaustion. Hailey, Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Tahlia sat on the dirt near her, waiting for her wounds to heal, while Aaron guarded Scylla’s cave, ready to yell RUN if he heard any movement inside.
Kendra sat a few feet away, wearing a grave look of guilt. ‘I’m so sorry, Kora. I’m sorry to all of you. This whole thing is my fault.’ She shook her head. ‘I was an idiot for thinking being an Artemis would protect me from monsters.’
Jayden scooted from Kora’s side to Kendra’s, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘Everyone makes mistakes.’
‘Well mine almost got you all killed. You should have told Amathia what I did. You shouldn’t have risked your lives to keep me from getting expelled.’
‘And have missed out on an adventure?’ Demi scoffed, stretching her legs out. ‘I think not. Today’s been amazing. We got to ride Poseidon’s sea-horses and take on Scylla. It was a total adrenaline rush.’
Of course Demi would think almost being killed was fun, Hailey thought with a shake of her head. ‘You’re insane.’
Demi poked her tongue at Hailey before turning back to Kendra. ‘So why exactly did you go into the dark scary cave?’
‘Well, it all started when I heard an animal calling out for its mum. I could feel its alarm about being left alone, so I followed its calls. I lost track of time as I chased after it and eventually came across the cave.’ Kendra took a deep shaky breath. ‘The animal hadn’t called out for a while, and I thought maybe it was hiding in the cave, so I walked in. I tried to run when I saw Scylla, but one of her heads grabbed me before I even turned around.’ Kendra stared up at everyone. ‘I’d be dead if you hadn’t come after me. Thank you.’
‘I can’t believe we found Scylla.’ Alec ran a hand through his blond hair. ‘Hunters and researchers have been searching for her for years, and we came across her without even trying to find her.’
‘Speaking of Scylla, what’s the deal with her only having two extra heads?’ Demi asked. ‘I thought she was meant to have six dogs growing out of her waist.’
‘You really don’t listen in class, do you?’ Alec said. ‘Scylla having six dog heads is nothing more than an exaggerated myth. Although her two extra heads seemed to be as savage as a pack of dogs.’
‘Okay, enough monster talk,’ Aaron interrupted, standing directly in front of the cave’s entrance. ‘We need to head back to the palace.’
‘We can’t,’ Kendra told him, climbing to her feet with Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Alec. ‘I have to find the animal I was looking for. It’s only a baby and it’s all alone.’
Hailey wiped dirt and dead leaves from the back of her legs. ‘How will you find it? I thought you said you couldn’t hear it anymore.’
‘I can call out to it. If it’s close enough, it’ll hear me and call back.’
Tahlia was still sitting beside Kora. ‘Why didn’t you do that before instead of assuming it was in the cave?’
‘Because I was afraid I’d scare it away.’
‘Okay, go ahead,’ Hailey said. She wasn’t fussed on the idea of sticking around in the forest, but if there was an abandoned baby wandering around and Kendra could help it, she was willing to stay a little longer.
‘I’m here to help you find your mum, but you have to tell me where you are,’ Kendra called out. Everyone waited quietly. Kendra sighed. ‘It must be too far away to hear me. I know it was heading in that direction.’ She pointed straight ahead, to a cluster of mulberry trees. ‘If I walk for a bit and keep calling out, it might hear me.’
Hailey looked at her friends. She wanted to help find the animal, but she didn’t want to keep her friends in the forest if they didn’t want to be there. Everyone nodded their heads in agreement at staying a little longer, except for Alec, who had gotten over his exhilaration at having discovered Scylla and was now looking increasingly nervous, with his gaze darting around the forest as he rubbed his shaking hands.
‘Okay,’ Hailey told Kendra. ‘But we can’t all go. Kora’s hurt.’
Kora was slumped on the blood-soaked dirt, looking as though she’d been trampled by a pegasus. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she argued. ‘You’re the one who said we have to stick together.’
‘I know I said that, but things change when someone gets hurt.’ She saw that Kora was about to protest and cut her off. ‘I know you’re healing, but my guess is your body won’t fully recover for a while yet.’ Hailey glanced at Tahlia and Alec. ‘You two can go as well.’
Alec’s shoulders sagged in relief.
‘I’m going too,’ Aaron volunteered, helping Kora up. ‘My force field will come in handy if we get into trouble.’
‘And what about if we get into trouble?’ Demi asked.
‘You’re a Demeter in a forest. I have no doubt you’ll be able to take care of yourself and everyone else.’
Demi puffed up. ‘You’re so right.’
Jayden rolled his eyes. ‘Great, now you’ve boosted her ego.’
‘You’re just jealous there’s no water around,’ Demi retorted. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll protect you.’
‘Follow the marked trees back to the beach,’ Hailey told Aaron, ‘and head straight for the palace—don’t wait for us.’
‘You’ll need this.’ Kora handed Hailey the nail polish.
‘Thanks. Now get going, and we’ll hopefully be right behind you.’
They’d been walking for an hour and a half without any sign of the baby. As much as Hailey wanted to find it, she was ready to call off the search. It was almost 2pm, and if they didn’t start heading back soon, they’d never make it out of the forest before sunset.
Kendra stopped.
Hailey tensed, her eyes searching for a threat. ‘What is it?’
‘It’s the baby. She finally called back.’
Demi took a step forward. ‘Let’s get going then.’
‘No.’ Kendra barred Demi with her arm. ‘I need to go alone.’
Go alone? Did Kora leave some head injury unhealed?
‘You’re not going alone,’ Jayden said before Hailey could.
‘You might scare it off if you come,’ Kendra countered. ‘Don’t worry, she’s not too far away. If I need you, I’ll call out.’ Kendra dashed off into a group of redwood trees that seemed to stretch into the sky forever.
A hand on Hailey’s shoulder kept her from following. She stared back at Jayden with a frown. He hadn’t wanted Kendra to go running off alone either.
‘We’ll give her five minutes, and then we’ll go after her,’ he said. ‘If we do scare the animal off, Kendra will make us trudge around this forest for another hour.’
Hailey sighed. Jayden was right, Kendra would never leave the forest without the baby.
Jayden’s eyes moved past her to Demi, who was about to disappear through the trees Kendra had. ‘Demi.’
She stopped mid-step, twisting around to shoot Jayden a defiant look before her gaze flicked to Hailey, asking her what to do.
‘We wait,’ Hailey said. ‘But you better start timing that five minutes, Jayden.’
Hailey paced back and forth, sparing a glance every few seconds to the redwood trees, hoping to spot Kendra. All she could think about was what a bad plan this was. Kendra’s powers weren’t advanced enough for her to sense the breed of an animal. What if the baby isn’t a docile creature like a golden hind? What if it’s something ferocious like a five-headed hind that breathes fire? And what if something attacks her on her way to finding this baby?

Hailey glanced at the trees again. What’s taking so long? She turned to Jayden to tell him she didn’t care about waiting five minutes anymore, but he was smiling at something behind her.
‘Kendra.’ Demi breathed in relief.
Kendra was walking towards them—all in one piece by the looks of it. Hailey’s jaw dropped when she noticed the baby in her arms. It was half the size of a foal, with sparkling white fur and a gold tail that matched its gleaming mane. A tiny gold horn protruded from its forehead, and what looked like feathered wings hugged its sides.
‘What’s that?’ Jayden asked.
‘She’s a pegacorn—a crossbreed of a pegasus and unicorn,’ Kendra said, running a hand along the creature’s back. The poor thing was shaking and staring at them with wary gold eyes.
‘She’s beautiful,’ Demi chimed, reaching out to touch the creature, which shied away from her hand. ‘It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.’
Hailey couldn’t resist; she reached out to pet it, too, gliding her fingers down its soft fur. ‘What are you going to do with her now?’
‘Take her back to the palace.’
‘Where are her parents?’ Hailey asked.
‘She says she’s never met her father, and her mum… her mum appears to have abandoned her because she’s a crossbreed.’
‘That’s horrible.’ Demi scratched the pegacorn under her chin. ‘Don’t worry, little one, we’ll take care of you. But first you need a name.’ Demi’s eyes glimmered with possibilities. ‘I vote for Snow White—Snow for short.’
‘Her name’s Rain,’ Kendra said before Demi could start calling her Snow White.
Demi arched an eyebrow. ‘How’d you come up with that?’
‘I didn’t. She told me that’s her name.’
‘Um, I hate to break things up,’ Jayden said, ‘but has anyone noticed the sky?’
Hailey’s gaze drifted up, and her stomach dropped. The few patches of visible sky through the trees had turned a reddish-orange.
The sun was setting!
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Darkness Falls
‘Hailey, we need to stop.’
Hailey didn’t slow her pace. She continued tracing the marked trees back through the forest, the red nail polish getting harder to see with the fading light. ‘We can’t stop, Jayden, or we won’t make it to the beach before dark.’ She gazed around at the growing shadows and pushed herself to move faster.
How is the sun setting already? It isn’t even 3pm yet. It almost felt as though the island was setting the sun early on purpose, just so they couldn’t escape the forest before nightfall.
They needed to get back to the beach as soon as possible, because being in a forest at night was basically suicide. Hailey shivered, imagining an array of terrifying monsters waking up and preparing to hunt for dinner. Monsters like the chimera—who would tear her to shreds with its sharp claws before its three heads devoured her.
‘We won’t make it out of this forest before nightfall. We have to stop and set up some sort of camp before all the light disappears.’
‘We’ll make it,’ Hailey replied, not bothering to turn around.
‘Jayden’s right, Hailey.’ Hailey could hear how much it pained Demi to say those words. ‘We have to stop.’
‘We really do, Hailey,’ Kendra agreed, the footsteps behind Hailey falling quiet.
Hailey whipped around to face her friends, who gazed back at her restlessly, hugging their arms and looking like they wanted to be anywhere else but here. ‘We have to keep moving. The big monsters will be waking up soon—if they haven’t already.’
‘We don’t have a choice, Hailey,’ Jayden told her, not budging from where he stood. ‘Trust me, I don’t like the idea any more than you, but the beach is about another two hours’ walk. The sun will be gone by then, and we won’t be able to see any of the marked trees. We’ll just get ourselves lost—or eaten.’
Hailey couldn’t bring herself to admit Jayden was right, because she was afraid if they spent the night in the forest, they wouldn’t live to see morning. She opened her mouth to argue, but Demi cut her off. ‘I can use my powers to grow some of these bushes around us for protection.’
Kendra was cradling Rain in her arms, the pegacorn nuzzling into her shoulder. ‘And I’ll be able to sense any approaching animals. But it won’t work on monsters,’ she added quietly.
Hailey gazed around at the growing shadows. They would never make it out in time, and while staying in a forest was one of the stupidest things anyone could do, it wasn’t as stupid as wandering aimlessly around it in the dark—especially when most monsters possessed night vision. ‘All right,’ Hailey gave in. Jayden’s stomach grumbled, making Hailey suddenly realise how hungry she was. They hadn’t bothered packing food before they’d left, because Hailey had never thought they’d be gone this long. ‘We need to find some food—and water,’ she added, feeling the scratchy dryness of her throat as she spoke. But where they’d find a stream, she had no idea.
‘There’s plenty of berries around.’ Demi touched a bush of ripening blackberries, the berries on it seeming to vibrate as they doubled in size ‘And their juices would probably be a good water sub—’ Demi froze, her eyes growing wide.
Hailey raised her arms to the sky and whirled around, ready to toss a gale of wind at whatever monster was charging towards them.
But there was nothing but trees. She was about to ask Demi what she saw when something caught her eye. She gasped along with Jayden and Kendra.
A young woman stood several feet in front of them. She blended in so well with the forest’s verdancy that Hailey hadn’t noticed her until she’d stepped forward.
But she noticed her now.
Moss grew in place of her hair, and her skin was tinged olive green—a few shades lighter than the dress of leaves she wore.
She was a dryad, and she was moving towards Hailey and her friends.
‘Fear not, we mean you no ill will,’ the dryad said in a silvery voice. ‘I am named Aleta, and these are my sisters.’ She extended her arms out on either side of her.
Hailey, who had been too shocked to move when Aleta had walked towards them, looked to where the nymph indicated and gasped again. About twenty dryads lingered between the other trees. Each looked as beautiful and mystical as one another, with their greenish skin varying in tone, and their “hair” ranging from leafy twigs to blooming flowers.
‘We are dryads,’ Aleta explained what Hailey had already guessed.
She couldn’t believe what was happening. She was actually standing in front of wood-nymphs. She hoped they were more like Amathia than Nemertes, or Hailey and her friends wouldn’t be making it out of the forest alive.
‘What do you want from us?’ Jayden asked. He said it calmly, but Hailey could see how tense his body was, like he was one second away from sprinting if the dryad said the wrong thing.
‘To help you. The woods are a dangerous place to be, and you are merely children.’
‘We’re teenagers, not children,’ Demi said indignantly.
Aleta met her gaze, the wood-nymph’s eyes a rich brown. ‘I have existed for over a thousand rotations of the earth around the sun. How many have you lived through?’
Demi scrunched up her face. ‘Rotations of the earth around the sun? Is that like a year?’
‘As I said, you are merely children.’
Demi looked ready to keep arguing, but an elbow in the ribs from Jayden shut her up.
‘We’re willing to watch over you tonight,’ Aleta continued. ‘We’ll keep you safe until the sun is reborn.’
‘Why would you want to help us?’ Hailey asked. The thought of nymphs protecting them while they remained in the forest was very appealing, but she didn’t understand why they’d care about the safety of a few humans.
‘Children, no matter their breed, need to be protected.’ Aleta’s eyes shifted to Rain, who was snuggling into Kendra’s arms. ‘I see you share this ideal.’
Hailey had never expected to come across dryads in the forest, and she certainly hadn’t expected them to offer protection. She felt some of her anxiety about spending the night there recede. ‘Thank you.’
Aleta bowed her head. ‘You are most welcome.’
‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ Jayden said steadily, ‘but do you know where we could find some water?’
‘The naiads can offer you water.’
Demi frowned. ‘Naiads?’
‘Nymphs of springs and streams,’ Kendra said.
Aleta smiled. ‘Yes, that’s right. Come, I will guide you to them.’
Hailey trailed behind the nymph with her friends, mesmerised by how the dryad almost danced through the forest. She couldn’t believe she was about to meet more nymphs; if it weren’t for the circumstances, this would have been a great day.
A quick glance at the sky brought back the nerves Aleta had eased. The last bits of sunlight were waning, turning the sky a burnt orange mixed with crimson. Hailey gazed around her, paying close attention to the shadows, ready for anything unfriendly to appear.
Although she doubted any monsters would come near them while Aleta was there. Dryads were similar to Artemises, in that they could commune with animals. And because dryads were basically in charge of the forest they protected, monsters and creatures tended to do what they said—at least that’s what Hailey had read.
It wasn’t long before they heard trickling water. Aleta led them through a cluster of trees, where they paused before a shallow stream, which was transparent enough to see the shiny pebbles resting at its bottom.
‘Go on,’ Aleta prompted, ‘ask the naiads’ permission to drink from their stream.’
As far as Hailey could see, the stream was deserted, and so was the forest—not a naiad in sight. ‘There’s no one here.’
Aleta’s eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘So young,’ she remarked. ‘Go to the stream’s edge and wait.’
Hailey glanced at Demi, thinking this was all getting a bit strange and maybe Aleta was tricking them as a joke. Demi shrugged, giving her a what-do-we-have-to-lose look before approaching the stream. Hailey hesitated another second, but quickly remembered how dry her throat was and followed with Jayden and Kendra.
She knelt by the glistening water’s edge and licked her lips. She was so thirsty, and the water looked so tempting. But she needed to get permission from naiads who were nowhere to be seen. She turned to ask Aleta where the naiads were when her friends inhaled sharply.
Hailey swung her head back and joined in their astonishment. She scrambled to her feet, backing away from the stream with Demi, Jayden, and Kendra. They stood timidly beside Aleta, whose laughter echoed around the forest.
Five young beautiful women emerged from the stream, not a single drop of water clinging to them. Each of them had long blue hair that flowed over their lily-pad dresses like a waterfall.
‘Where did you come from?’ Demi asked, her voice accusatory.
The naiad in front studied Demi with her crystal blue eyes. ‘We arose from the stream.’
Demi shook her head. ‘No, we looked in the stream, and you weren’t in it. You popped up out of nowhere.’
‘When we’re in water, we are one with it,’ the naiad replied, her voice soft as silk. ‘Do you wish to drink from our stream?’
Hailey cleared her dry throat. ‘Yes, if that’s okay,’ she said nervously. They hadn’t covered how to ask a naiad’s permission to drink from a stream in Monsters and Creatures.
‘You have our consent.’ The naiad moved aside with the others. ‘Please drink your fill.’
Hailey cautiously edged past the naiads, who stared at her inquisitively, and knelt by the stream. She cupped her hands in the cool water, bringing the glorious liquid to her lips and drinking deeply, feeling some of her energy return after a few more mouthfuls.
When everyone had finished drinking, Aleta led them back through the forest. But instead of taking them back to where they’d met, she brought them into a small clearing, which was circled by dense bushes and thick-trunked trees.
As they entered the clearing, four dryads appeared from the greenery, each holding a giant leaf garnished with an assortment of berries.
A dryad wearing a fern dress handed Hailey one of the leaves. ‘Thank you,’ she told her. The dryad bowed her head in response.
‘My sisters thought you might be famished,’ Aleta explained. Her gaze drifted past Hailey. ‘It appears they were accurate in their assumption.’ She laughed a musical laugh.
Hailey twisted around to see what was so funny, finding Jayden inhaling his berries.
Demi shook her head. ‘You can’t take boys anywhere.’
‘Now that you’ve had nourishment, I think it wise for you to rest. My sisters have gathered soft leaves and moss for you to sleep on.’ Aleta gestured to a large pile of leaves covered in moss a few feet away, which Hailey had to squint at to see in the nearly-black forest. ‘We will watch over you throughout the night.’
‘Thank you so much,’ Hailey said again, thinking the words weren’t enough to express her gratitude.
‘You are welcome.’ Aleta drifted back over to her sisters, where Hailey watched in awe as the dryads each disappeared into a tree trunk.
* * *
It was well into the night, and Hailey was struggling to fall asleep. Every few minutes a twig snapped, or leaves crackled beneath something’s feet as it stalked through the forest. It made her feel as if something—or many somethings—were creeping up on her and her friends.
Not that her friends could hear the noises. They were sound asleep beside her—even Rain was snoozing under Kendra’s arm.
A breeze swept through the forest, swaying the trees and rustling their leaves. Hailey hugged her arms against the coldness, wishing she’d dressed warmer. This all felt like a nightmare she’d wake up from soon, because it seemed unrealistic she was spending a night in a monster-riddled forest, and that Scylla had almost killed her.
None of this would be happening if she’d done the smart thing and told Amathia about Kendra instead of recruiting her friends. It was stupid to have dismissed the idea because she was afraid Kendra would get expelled. Better expelled than dead.
I really need to start listening to Alec, Hailey thought. She wondered where he was now. There should have been enough daylight left for him and the others to make it out of the forest and back to the palace.
No doubt Alec had run to Amathia and told her everything when Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Kendra hadn’t returned. Was there a search party looking for them right now? She doubted the teachers would risk entering the forest during the night, but it was comforting to think of them sleeping on the beach, waiting for sunrise before coming in to search for them.
Hailey almost screamed when Aleta’s face appeared above her.
‘You’re still awake,’ Aleta remarked. ‘I told you my sisters and I would watch over you.’
Hailey sat up, the leaves and moss shifting under her. ‘I know. But it’s hard to sleep with all these noises.’ Something howled in the distance. Please tell me that wasn’t a lycaon. Hailey shuddered, imagining a werewolf sneaking up on them, hungry for its next meal. ‘Is it true monsters do whatever a dryad tells them to?’ she asked, thinking if Aleta said yes, she might be able to calm down enough to fall asleep.
‘Yes and no. Dryads can commune with them, and yes, sometimes they listen, recognising us as the guardians and leaders of the woods. But they have the power to disregard our requests if they so choose.’
So basically a monster can ignore a dryad and do whatever it wants—like eat a couple of humans. ‘Oh.’ Hailey hugged her knees to her chest.
‘You need…’ Aleta’s head jerked up, her gaze darting around the forest.
Several twigs snapped nearby, accompanied by the thundering sound of hooves.
Something’s coming!
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An Unwelcome Visitor
Aleta’s body un-tensed. ‘It’s all right,’ she told Hailey. ‘A friend is approaching.’
A white horse galloped into the small clearing. Well, Hailey thought it was a horse, but quickly realised half a man was sticking out of where the horse’s head should have been, a bow and arrow strapped to his back.
A centaur!
Aleta glided towards him. ‘Galdor, what brings you here?’
He opened his mouth to speak, but froze as a breeze whipped towards him. He sniffed the air and stiffened, his eyes shooting in Hailey’s direction. ‘Humans! Why are you harbouring humans?’
‘They’re children who lost their way,’ Aleta replied. ‘I promised to guard them until the sun is reborn.’
Hailey could just make out Galdor’s features in the glow of the moon, and he didn’t look happy. She braced herself, thinking he might yell at them to get out. But he merely shook his head.
His features softened when he turned back to Aleta. ‘Your compassion is why you own my heart.’ He stroked her cheek.
Gross. Hailey averted her eyes and prayed they weren’t about to make out—if nymphs even did that kind of thing.
‘Hailey, you’re talking in your sleep,’ Demi grumbled, rolling over.
The sound of hooves galloping away distracted Hailey from telling Demi it wasn’t her. She looked up and saw Galdor was gone, and that Aleta had disappeared back into the trees.
Hailey was considering lying back down and attempting to sleep when her fingertips began tingling. At the same moment, Aleta reappeared in front of her. ‘Galdor came to warn me that there is a knoxen heading this way,’ she said, voice calm. ‘I’ll do my best to dissuade it from here should it approach. You must lie down and remain quiet until it leaves.’
Hailey gulped. ‘What’s a knoxen?’
Aleta’s head jerked up, just like it had when Galdor had come, but this time her concerned features didn’t relax. ‘Remember not to move,’ she told Hailey before darting into the clearing’s centre.
Lying down was easy. Staying still wasn’t.
The tingling in Hailey’s fingertips intensified with every beat of her racing heart. Her powers urged her to use them, to be ready for the approaching monster. She fought against her instincts and tried not to move. Aleta knows what she’s doing, she assured herself. She probably deals with monsters every night.
She clutched her necklace, the heart pendant’s touch easing some of her panic as she stared unblinkingly towards Aleta and waited to find out what a knoxen was.
She saw its eyes first. Great big glowing orbs the colour of a blood moon. Their hunger stiffened her body, but it was nothing compared to the fear that stole her breath when its body came into view.
It was gigantic—double the size of a grizzly bear. Its skin was black and leathery, and its long claws looked as if they could slice through metal. Its teeth were the most terrifying thing of all, being the size of baby elephant tusks, with blood dripping from their points.
Aleta stepped in front of it, speaking in a language Hailey didn’t recognise; the knoxen apparently did, though, keeping its bloodthirsty eyes on her.
Hailey didn’t dare breathe, afraid the monster might hear. All she could think about was how excruciating it would be to have those teeth rip into her flesh.
Aleta gestured for the monster to leave back the way it had come. Hailey relaxed slightly—very slightly—when it turned to go.
That was the moment Demi chose to sit up. ‘Hailey, I said be quiet.’
The knoxen reeled back around; a spine-chilling howl tore from its snout, waking Jayden and Kendra—and probably everything else that had been sleeping in the forest. They barely had a second to understand what was happening before the knoxen launched at them.
A hand wrapped around Hailey’s arm and yanked her to her feet, dragging her from the knoxen’s path. The monster landed on the moss bed, sending leaves flying everywhere. To Hailey’s relief, the dryads had dragged away her friends, too, and were leading them off in different directions.
The knoxen fixed its red eyes on Hailey and growled like a rabid dog—only a hundred times louder. Fear paralysed her.
The hand on her arm tugged her, and she remembered she had legs and ran, only to realise the dryad gripping her was heading straight for an oak tree. Hailey tried to pull away, but the dryad tightened her grasp and continued running towards it. She’s going to knock me out so I’ll be easy pickings for the knoxen! Hailey thought, right before she smacked into the tree.
In her experience, slamming into solid objects equalled pain. But when she hit the tree, her body floated with airiness. Is this what being knocked out feels like? It’s nice. At least it was better than her being awake when the knoxen ate her.
With a jolt, Hailey realised she wasn’t unconscious. She could still see everything.
And the knoxen was charging towards her!
She tried to run, but her body was stuck in place. She glanced down to see what was wrong with her legs and sucked in a breath. Her legs weren’t there. All she could see was the trunk of a tree. The same tree the dryad had smashed her into.
But Hailey wasn’t lying on the ground lifeless or in pain, which meant the dryad had taken her inside the tree. She knew nymphs could pass in and out of the parts of nature they protected—like the naiads at the stream—but she hadn’t thought they could take humans with them.
The knoxen halted in front of the tree Hailey hid in. Its enormous claws swiped out, slashing the bark. Pain seared Hailey’s skin and she cried out; at least she tried to, but it came out as a creaking moan.
The knoxen bayed, pumping fresh terror through Hailey’s body, and pressed one of its mammoth paws on the tree trunk. The tips of its claws resting on the bark, poised to tear through it again.
The monster sniffed the tree, its hot rancid breath brushing against Hailey’s skin and reminding her of rotting meat. She expected it to smell her inside and start clawing at the bark in an attempt to get at her. Instead, the knoxen howled in frustration and ran off.
A few seconds passed before hands pushed her gently from behind, and she slipped out of the tree, a dryad coming out behind her. Hailey opened her mouth to ask what had just happened—and thank her for saving her life—when Demi pulled her into a tight hug.
‘You’re all right!’ her best friend said with an exclamation of relief.
‘Did you get changed into a tree as well?’ Jayden asked, jogging over to them with Kendra, who was clutching a trembling Rain in her arms.
Hailey nodded. ‘I’d be dead otherwise.’
Kendra ran her hand down Rain’s back, trying to calm her. ‘I didn’t know nymphs could do that kind of thing.’
‘That makes me feel better,’ Demi said. ‘I thought I must have dozed off during Madam Grayson’s lesson on nymphs’ powers, but I guess she didn’t bother mentioning this little trick.’
‘We like to keep it a secret,’ Aleta said, appearing beside them. ‘If humans learned that we could share our gifts with them, they might seek us more fervently than they already do.’
‘Don’t worry, we won’t tell anyone,’ Jayden assured her. ‘It’s the least we can do to thank you for saving our lives.’
Aleta bowed her head, as if what she had done was no big deal. But being alive was a pretty big deal to Hailey. She turned around to thank the dryad who had saved her. She frowned, watching the nymph stroke the deep gashes the knoxen had clawed into the tree.
‘She is healing it,’ Aleta explained. ‘You felt the tree’s anguish, yes?’
Hailey remembered the searing pain. ‘It’s gone now. Why did I feel it?’
‘Your spirit was merged with the tree—you were one in the same. Its pain was your pain,’ Aleta said, sounding a lot like the naiad they’d met at the stream. ‘The threat is gone now. You can return to your slumber with peace of mind.’
Hailey held back a laugh. How do you go back to sleep with peace of mind after almost becoming dinner?
Hailey and her friends were up and ready to go the second the first ray of sunlight stretched into the forest. None of them had dared fall back asleep after the knoxen’s attack. They’d spent the rest of the night jumping at every sound they’d heard. Thankfully, no other monsters had bothered them.
Aleta led them from the clearing and back to where they’d first met so they could follow Kora’s marked trees out of the forest. ‘Thanks again for everything,’ Hailey said.
‘My sisters and I were happy to help,’ Aleta replied. ‘Your passage back through the woods should be unhindered now that the sun has been reborn.’ Aleta placed a hand on Rain’s head. ‘Be well, creature of the woods. May you find happiness in your new home.’
Kendra held Rain out. Her eyes were hesitant and sad as she asked, ‘Do you want to keep her?’
No words could describe the horror on Demi’s face. ‘No! We’re taking her.’ She reached out to snatch Rain.
Jayden grabbed her arms. ‘Demi, she’s not ours.’
‘Do not fear, I won’t take her from you,’ Aleta said. ‘The choice is hers to leave.’
Kendra clutched Rain back against her chest, and Jayden let go of Demi, who rushed to the pegacorn, patting her while she told her how much she’d like living at the palace.
‘Be well,’ Aleta bid them and vanished into the trees.
‘Let’s get going,’ Jayden said, taking the lead.
Aside from Demi, who kept talking about how incredible their time in the forest had been—she seemed to think terrifying and exciting were the same thing—they walked in silence, the only sound the snap of branches and crinkle of leaves beneath their feet.
Hailey was positive a search party was looking for them now, and she kept expecting to hear someone shout her name or a teacher to appear from the foliage. But the forest was silent, and they were alone.
They’re probably searching a different part of the forest, Hailey thought. Or maybe they’re getting organised on the beach—it’s still pretty early. Either way, Hailey was glad they hadn’t been found yet. She had no objection to delaying the expulsion that would no doubt be her punishment for running off.
She wouldn’t argue with Amathia’s decision. She deserved to be expelled after almost getting her friends, and herself, killed—twice. But she would argue that her friends be allowed to stay at the Academy. She’d make sure Amathia knew coming out here was all her idea.
‘Sweet land!’ Demi exclaimed when they exited the forest. She collapsed to her knees and cupped the sand in her hands, gazing at it as though she had never seen anything so wonderful.
‘We were always on land, Dems,’ Jayden told her with a roll of his eyes.
The sand slipped through Demi’s fingers. ‘You know what I mean.’
‘Oh Medusa!’
Kendra’s exclamation told Hailey that her second theory about the search party being on the beach was right. She shuffled past her, expecting to see teachers sprinting towards them. But, aside from the sleeping horses, the beach was deserted.
‘Kendra, why did…’ Hailey’s jaw dropped.
‘What’s the matter?’ Jayden asked.
‘The palace is gone.’
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Rain’s Dash
‘That’s not possible,’ Demi said, leaping to her feet. ‘The palace isn’t meant to descend until tonight.’
Demi was right about the palace not being scheduled to descend until tonight, but it didn’t change the fact that all Hailey could see when she looked at the sea was miles and miles of open water—not a palace in sight.
Hailey fought the urge to collapse. She’d thought once they’d escaped the forest everything would be all right, that they’d get rescued and taken back to the palace. But there was no rescue party—and there definitely wasn’t a palace.
‘Medusa! The palace is gone!’ Demi shrieked. ‘We’ve been marooned!’
‘Everyone needs to calm down,’ Jayden said. ‘We’re jumping to conclusions thinking the palace left without us. Aaron and the others would never have allowed it. It’s probably moved around the island.’
Hailey’s stomach dropped as realisation settled over her. ‘Jayden’s right, the others wouldn’t have abandoned us.’ She’d been assuming the entire time that her friends had made it back to the palace. What if they didn’t? ‘They’re still in the forest. We have to go back.’
‘Hailey, why would you think tha—’ Jayden began.
‘You made it,’ someone called out.
Hailey’s eyes darted down the beach, her body un-tensing when she spotted Alec jogging towards them.
‘Alec?’ Demi said in surprise. ‘Where did you come from?’ she asked when he reached them.
‘I was lying beside the horses,’ he explained, tossing a hand in their direction. ‘I’m glad you’re all okay. We were starting to think Scylla had tracked you down.’
We? Hailey glanced back at the dozing horses, thinking if she’d missed Alec, she’d probably missed the others too. But the horses were alone.
Alec’s eyes glistened with curiosity when he spotted Rain. ‘Oh, what’s that?’
‘Where are Aaron, Kora, and Tahlia?’ Jayden asked before Kendra could reply.
‘And why aren’t you back at the Academy?’ Hailey added.
‘When we came out of the forest the palace was gone,’ he said, answering Hailey’s question first.
That meant the palace descended right after they left. But why?
‘Aaron wanted to go back into the forest after you,’ Alec continued, ‘especially when the sun started to set. He wouldn’t listen to any of us when we told him it was suicide, so Tahlia had to knock him out with sleep dust to stop him from running off. We made camp on the beach, and as soon as the sun rose, the others went looking for you, while I waited here, just in case you came back.’
‘But we didn’t see them on our way out,’ Hailey said, her stomach twisting into knots. ‘If they were following the nail polish, we should have run into them.’
‘They might have wandered off course to hide from something,’ Jayden said before anyone could freak out.
‘We need to go back into the…’ Hailey’s words fell away as tingles swept into her fingertips.
Rain snorted and squirmed, fighting to get free of Kendra’s arms. ‘What’s wrong, Rain?’ Kendra’s jaw dropped at whatever the pegacorn’s response was.
‘What is it?’ Alec asked.
A shrill cry pierced the sky, freezing Hailey’s blood. Her gaze shot up, her heart stumbling a beat.
A monstrous creature circled the sky. Brown and white feathers coated its top half, ruffling as it soared through the air on powerful wings. Its front two feet were black talons that matched the creature’s beak in sharpness. Its lower half was lean and muscular, covered in short brown fur, with a long spiked tail trailing behind two encyclopaedia-sized paws.
A griffin!
Hailey’s first instinct was to run. But then she remembered Madam Grayson telling them in Monsters and Creatures that griffins are treasure guardians and only attack if you go near their nest. And Hailey couldn’t see any signs of a nest nearby.
The griffin’s eagle eyes lingered on her and her friends, studying them. ‘It’s just curious,’ Hailey said, more to reassure herself than anyone else.
The monster released them from its gaze and flew back towards the trees.
‘I can’t believe we saw a griffin!’ Demi practically shrieked with glee, bouncing on her toes. ‘I don’t even think Madam Grayson’s seen one.’
‘It’s incredibly rare to sight one,’ Alec agreed, his face awestruck. ‘It must have heard our voices and come to make sure we weren’t heading for its nest. My dad will be so jealous when I tell him.’
‘It’s okay, Rain,’ Kendra said in a soothing voice to the pegacorn, who continued to struggle in her arms. ‘Rain, no.’ Rain squeezed from her grasp, falling spread-eagled on the sand before galloping down the shore. ‘Stop, Rain!’ Kendra cried, bolting after her.
Everything slowed down. A shadow swept over them, and the griffin zoomed towards Kendra and the fleeing Rain.
‘Watch out!’ Hailey yelled.
Kendra whipped around and sprang to the side as the griffin dove. But it wasn’t interested in her. Its claws closed around Rain, whose squealing ripped through Hailey’s soul as she watched the griffin fly away.
‘RAIN!’ Kendra screamed and sprinted after her.
‘Kendra, wait!’ Hailey yelled, taking off down the beach. The adrenaline pumping through her body wiping away her exhaustion, allowing her to run as fast as possible as she tried to stop her friend from taking on a monster.
This is insane, was all Hailey could think as she raced across the sand after Kendra, who was getting further and further ahead of her. The griffin was already at the end of the beach—about 300 yards ahead—swooping down to land in a giant nest perched on one of the rocky cliff’s ledges. Hailey’s aching legs urged her to run in the opposite direction. To get as far away from the monster as she could. But she kept running towards it, and didn’t stop until she reached the cliff, which Kendra was currently staring up at, her eyes locked on the giant nest 400 feet above them.
Hailey clutched at the stabbing pain near her ribs, and leaned over to catch her breath, her vision blurring slightly as her lungs burned for air.
‘Kendra – don’t!’ Jayden’s voice warned from behind her.
Hailey glanced back up to find Kendra starting to climb the cliff, which looked more than happy to help someone to a deathly fall. ‘No – Kendra,’ Hailey puffed out. ‘The – griffin…’
As if hearing its name, the monster screeched and soared into the air. Warmth poured into Hailey’s fingertips as she stretched her arms into the sky, ready to blow the griffin back with a gale. But it didn’t even look at her and her friends. It simply flew off towards the forest.
‘Medusa – I thought – we were – goners,’ Alec said, looking ready to pass out from terror, or perhaps simply lack of air from running so far.
‘Yeah, that was – lucky,’ Demi agreed, leaning a hand against one of the small bare trees scattered around the base of the cliff and clutching at a stitch in her side with the other. ‘Guess it didn’t – see us.’
‘Kendra, get down,’ Aaron ordered, not even appearing out of breath from the 300-yard dash they’d all just done.
‘No,’ Kendra called back, continuing to scale the cliff—she was about thirty feet up. ‘Rain is calling for help. I’m not leaving her.’
If Kendra got much higher and slipped… Hailey shuddered, not wanting to think about it. She didn’t want the pegacorn to get eaten either, but there had to be a better way to save Rain than climbing a cliff without any safety equipment. ‘Kendra, if you fall—’
‘I won’t, if you stop distracting me,’ Kendra shot back, pulling herself up higher and higher.
‘She’s doing all right so far,’ Jayden said. ‘And I can’t see the griffin.’
‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come back anytime soon.’ Hailey glanced at the empty sky, praying the Tyches would continue blessing them with good luck and that the griffin wouldn’t return for its snack—Rain—until after Kendra had completed her rescue mission.
The next hour was torture. Hailey waited with her friends, watching Kendra climb the cliff with bated breath. Hailey’s stomach somersaulted as Kendra’s foot slipped, pieces of rock crumbling off down the cliff before she regained her footing and continued up. Thank the Tyches she’s almost at the top, Hailey thought; her nerves couldn’t take much more of watching Kendra, knowing it would only take one wrong foot placement to send her to her death. She wished Aaron was here. At least then if Kendra did fall, he’d be able to catch her with his force field.
‘She made it,’ Jayden sighed in relief as Kendra pulled herself onto the ledge and climbed into the giant nest of branches.
‘I don’t know how she’ll get down with Rain in her arms though.’ Hailey rubbed her heart pendant between her fingers. ‘Maybe someone should run back and see if Aaron’s out of the forest yet.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ve figured that part out,’ Demi said. ‘I’ll use my powers to—’
A screech sliced through the air.
Hailey’s eyes snapped to the griffin flying towards the cliff. ‘It’s coming back, Kendra!’ she shouted.
Kendra appeared at the edge of the nest, clutching Rain. She stared down at Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Alec, who yelled and pointed to the sky. Her gaze flicked up to the incoming creature.
Alec gulped. ‘She’s not going to make it.’ His voice was barely above a whisper.
The griffin spotted Kendra and released a piercing cry, swooping towards its nest.
Warmth poured into Hailey’s fingertips. She threw her arms up, preparing to blow the beast to the other side of the world, and prayed to the Tyches she could control her powers well enough to avoid sweeping up Kendra.
Rain leapt from Kendra’s arms, back into the nest, and Hailey hesitated.
That was all it took.
In that second of hesitation, the griffin swung its spiked tail. It collided with Kendra and sent her soaring off the cliff.
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The Griffin’s Nest
‘NO!’ Demi screamed.
Jayden hugged her to his chest so she couldn’t watch Kendra fall. Hailey didn’t have the luxury of looking away. She stood frozen while part of her mind told her this wasn’t real, that Kendra wasn’t about to die.
Use your powers! a voice screamed in her head. Warmth poured from her fingertips, shooting towards Kendra as Hailey summoned a gale of wind to catch her.
She fell straight through it.
COME ON! Her hands shook as she poured everything she had into intensifying the wind.
Instead of stopping Kendra mid-fall, the wind smacked her into the jagged cliff, and Hailey dropped her hands with a gasp, feeling completely betrayed by her powers. Kendra was falling too fast for her wind to work. Once again, she was a complete failure as a Zeus. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the sickening thud that would signal her friend’s death.
But it didn’t come.
She kept her eyes shut a few more seconds, thinking she’d misjudged the time it would take Kendra to hit the ground. When there was still no thud, she dared to take a peek, expelling a gasp of air.
Alec stood at the foot of the cliff, cradling a limp Kendra. Hailey’s first thought was that she’d missed the thud, and Alec had picked Kendra’s dead body off the ground. But as Alec walked towards her, she noticed that none of Kendra’s bones were bent at strange angles, which was what you’d expect after someone had just fallen 400 feet—not to mention a lot of blood and gore. But aside from bleeding gashes on her stomach and head, Kendra was unharmed. How’s that possible?
Alec carefully placed her on the ground.
‘I don’t understand,’ were the only words Hailey could manage.
‘Kendra!’ Demi cried, peeling herself from Jayden, who stared, dumbfounded. She fell to her knees beside Kendra and shook her. When she didn’t respond, Demi looked up at Alec, tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Is she dead?’
He slowly shook his head. ‘No. She’s just passed out.’
‘How?’ the question came from Jayden this time. ‘How is she alive after that fall?’
Alec appeared as perplexed as everyone else. ‘I caught her,’ he said in a voice edged in uncertainty.
Hailey gazed back at the griffin’s nest and then down to Kendra, thinking maybe the fall wasn’t as high as she’d first thought, but it definitely wasn’t less than 400 feet. ‘That’s not possible. From that height, she would have crushed you if you’d tried.’
Alec opened his mouth to say something, but Rain’s squealing from above cut him off.
‘We have to save her,’ Demi pleaded, staring towards the nest.
‘We will,’ Hailey promised, but she had no idea how to get up there, since climbing would take too long.
‘Get on that tree,’ Demi ordered.
Hailey blinked at her. ‘What?’
‘You and Jayden on that tree. Now!’
The tree Demi was pointing to was so short its lowest branch came to Hailey’s shoulder. But she knew better than to argue with Demi, and pulled herself onto it with Jayden.
Demi aimed an arm at the tree. ‘Hold on tight.’
‘Whoa.’ Hailey’s body jerked as the tree shot up like an elevator. She grabbed the branch above her to keep from losing her balance.
‘Being friends with a Demeter definitely has its perks,’ Jayden remarked. ‘Just don’t look down.’
Hailey was too focused on looking up to spare a glance down. The griffin’s nest was fast approaching.
The tree jolted to a stop. Hailey eyed the massive griffin, which was too busy playing with its food—Rain—to notice her and Jayden’s arrival. She wasn’t sure how they’d survive this, considering the griffin was five times bigger than them and armed with deadly talons and teeth. On the plus side, if she died it meant she wouldn’t have to worry about being stranded on an island forever.
‘I’ll distract the griffin. You get Rain.’ Jayden leapt onto the ledge before Hailey could grab him.
She watched in horror as he picked up a handful of rocks and started pelting them at the griffin’s back.
The monster’s head snapped around, its sharp eyes fixing on Jayden as he began backing away. The griffin screeched and leapt from its nest, charging at him.
Hailey stiffened when it came towards her, thinking it would see her and send her flying off the cliff. But its eyes were locked on Jayden, and it hurtled by her without a single glance.
Hailey lunged onto the ledge and scrambled towards the nest, which was a collection of mammoth-sized branches that no human could have broken off without a chainsaw—or the power of Heracles. The nest came to Hailey’s waist, and she had to use the branches to boost herself into it, landing with a soft thud.
‘Wow.’ The nest was a treasure trove littered with ancient coins, crowns embedded with jewels, swords with hilts carved from rubies, and even a gold helmet. And scattered among the trinkets were rotting carcasses.
Hailey tried hard not to vomit as their putrefying smell smothered her. She distracted her mind from the dead animals by focusing on Rain, who was cowering at the other end of the nest. ‘It’s all right. I’m here now.’
‘Watch out!’ someone yelled from below.
Jayden!
‘I’ll be right back,’ Hailey told Rain and scrambled out in time to see the griffin swipe at Jayden with its talons. Blood splattered his shirt and he howled in pain, stumbling backwards.
Something snapped inside Hailey.
She’d had enough of monsters attacking her. First Scylla tried to kill them, and then a knoxen, and now a griffin. ‘I’ve had it with this damn island!’
She raised her arms, anger pulsing through her veins. The blue sky darkened to black as storm clouds flooded in, and Hailey could practically feel her eye colour changing to match it. She imagined her anger morphing into a ball in the pit of her stomach. Around her thunder rumbled and lightning flashed. The wind increased in speed and ferocity, whipping her auburn hair about.
The griffin wasn’t paying attention to the storm. Its talons gleamed as it moved to swipe Jayden again.
‘Leave him alone!’ Hailey threw her hands at the griffin, releasing the ball of anger she’d formed.
A blinding streak of lightning exploded from the sky and struck the griffin. A deafening ROAR of thunder shattered the air, and the monster plunged from the cliff in a fiery ball.
The storm clouds withered into wisps, and the blue sky re-emerged as Hailey sprinted towards Jayden. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, helping him to his feet.
‘Just a couple of scratches, nothing serious,’ he said dismissively. He glanced over the ledge to the dead griffin; smoke curled from the monster’s smouldering body, making the air smell like burning feathers. ‘Ouch. Remind me never to get on your bad side.’
Hailey smiled; if he was making quips, then he was fine. ‘I’m going to get Rain.’ She ran back to the nest, climbing into it again and scooping up the trembling pegacorn. ‘Don’t worry, little one, you’re safe now.’ Hailey whirled around when she heard someone drop into the nest. ‘Demi? I thought you were on the ground.’
‘I was,’ she said, rushing over to give Rain a pat. ‘When Kendra woke up, I decided you two shouldn’t have all the fun. But you killed the griffin as I was coming up—nice work, by the way.’ Demi gazed around. ‘I guess this means the treasure is all ours.’
Jayden landed in the nest with a slight wince, touching the scratches on his chest tentatively. ‘I don’t think so. We’re not thieves.’
‘Speak for yourself.’ Demi placed a diamond-encrusted diadem on her head. ‘I always knew I was a princess, and now I have the tiara to prove it.’
‘Come on, Dems, you’re not taking this stuff.’ Jayden snatched the diadem off her.
She scowled. ‘We just killed a griffin. I think we deserve some sort of reward.’
‘Technically, Hailey killed the griffin.’
Demi waved her hand dismissively. ‘Details.’ She twisted to Hailey, who was running a hand along Rain’s bony spine, trying to calm her. ‘Hailey, you agree with me, right? We deserve some of this treasure?’
Hailey thought they deserved all of it for what they’d had to put up with in the past twenty-four hours—battling monsters wasn’t easy work—but Jayden would no doubt bore them with a lecture about honesty if she agreed with Demi. And it would be pretty hard to sneak the stuff back into the Academy without a teacher noticing and confiscating it.
She decided on a compromise. ‘I think we’ve earned one piece of treasure, considering everything.’
‘Fine,’ Jayden conceded. ‘Just one piece, Demi.’
Demi clapped her hands together. ‘Yay.’ She lunged for a small gold chest that had a series of ornate patterns carved on it, and an antique padlock clasping it shut. ‘I choose this one.’
Of course, Hailey thought, staring at the chest. There was something alluring about it that made her think it was the only reasonable choice.
‘Look, it even comes with a key,’ Demi said, reaching for the gold key in the lock, which looked like the type of key that you’d expect to open a treasure chest.
‘Don’t even think about opening that.’ Jayden smacked her hand away. ‘I know you well enough to know if there’s something disappointing inside, you’ll toss it and start searching for something else.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. I won’t open it—yet. It’s more suspenseful to wait anyway.’
‘Now let’s go,’ Jayden said impatiently.
The second he turned his back to climb out of the nest, Demi reached down and grabbed a small silk pouch, tucking it into her shorts pocket. Hailey smirked. What Jayden doesn’t know won’t hurt him.
Everyone piled back onto the tree.
‘Going down,’ Demi said.
Hailey locked one arm around Rain and used the other one to grip the branch above her as the tree shrank. It wasn’t until she was back on the ground and saw Kendra up and about that she let herself relax.
Kendra plucked Rain from Hailey’s arms. ‘Thank you so much for saving her.’
‘I’m sorry about your head,’ Hailey said, grimacing at the oozing gash on Kendra’s forehead. ‘I was trying to use my wind to catch you, but it pushed you into the cliff.’
‘Don’t apologise. You were trying to save me.’
Jayden shook his head in utter disbelief. ‘I can’t believe you’re okay.’
‘Neither can I.’ Blood dripped from Kendra’s torn shirt onto the honey-coloured sand, staining it red. ‘I thought I was dead for sure when it knocked me off the cliff. It’s lucky Alec is a lot stronger than he looks, or I wouldn’t be here,’ she said with an indebted smile at him.
Alec shifted uncomfortably under her and everyone else’s stare. ‘So, Hailey, I never knew how powerful you were. But I don’t understand why you didn’t shoot the griffin with a bolt of lightning before it hit Kendra.’
‘If I’d known I could, I would have, but I’ve never been able to manipulate lightning before.’ Hailey’s eyes drifted to the smoking griffin.
An image of her dad lying on the ground with burned flesh burst into her mind. The memory pressed against her chest, constricting her breathing like a giant serpent trying to crush the life out of her. She flinched when someone touched her arm.
‘Are you okay, Hails?’ Demi asked. ‘I hope you’re not feeling guilty about killing the griffin, because you know it would have killed you and Jayden.’
Hailey banished the memory back to the dark part of her mind it had escaped from. ‘We should get back to the palace.’
‘I’d love to if it hadn’t disappeared.’ Demi slumped to the ground. ‘We’re marooned, remember?’
Oh yeah, Hailey thought with a sinking heart. What were they going to do? They couldn’t just march back into the forest and ask the dryads to watch over them until someone realised they were missing and came back for them—especially when that knoxen might be on the hunt again tonight.
‘I think for now we need to head back and see if the others have come out of the forest,’ Jayden said.
‘I forgot about them.’ Demi sprang to her feet. ‘Let’s go.’
Hailey had forgotten too. There’s nothing like taking on a griffin to distract you from everything else. She prayed to the Tyches they’d find Aaron, Kora, and Tahlia sitting on the beach, waiting for them with a good explanation as to why Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Kendra hadn’t bumped into them on their way out of the forest.
It seemed like wishful thinking, even to Hailey, but she couldn’t let her mind think about the alternative: that something had dragged them off.
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Getting Home
They trekked back down the beach in silence. Hailey was too exhausted to talk. Her adrenaline rush had worn off, and she could now feel how much energy causing that storm and lightning strike had drained. Her muscles ached with every step, making her feel as though she were hiking up a ninety-degree hill rather than across a flat beach. It was times like these she wished she had the power to dematerialise.
‘I see them,’ Alec said.
Hailey dragged her eyes from the sand. Aaron, Kora, and Tahlia were standing by the horses. She forgot about her non-existent energy and sprinted towards them with the intention of instigating a group hug. But she stopped when she got close enough to see the bleeding gashes covering them.
‘What in Tartarus happened to you?!’ Demi exclaimed.
‘We could ask you the same thing,’ Aaron said, looking at Jayden and Kendra’s torn and bloody shirts.
Jayden regarded his injuries. ‘This? This is nothing,’ he said, waving a dismissive hand. ‘And besides, we asked you first.’
Aaron plunked down on the sand. ‘Okay, you win,’ he said in a tired voice as Kora and Tahlia saw what Kendra was holding and darted forward to coo over Rain. ‘When we went back into the forest after you, we got attacked by those sti—stem—those metal man-eating birds Madam Grayson taught us about.’
‘Stymphalian birds?’ Alec’s eyes were wide.
‘Yep, those ones. So anyways, as you probably remember, they’re made of metal and can shoot their feathers like daggers.’ Aaron touched a deep gash on his cheek and grimaced. ‘They attacked us so fast we didn’t have time to react until after they’d torn our skin to shreds. I managed to use my force field to hold most of them back, and Tahlia took care of the rest with her powers.’
It made sense now why Hailey hadn’t run into them on her way out: Aaron and the others had run off the path when the birds had bombarded them.
‘I can’t believe Stymphalian birds attacked you.’ Alec plopped down in front of Aaron. ‘How did they attack? In pairs? Or as a group? Did you save any of the daggers?’
Aaron chucked a handful of sand at Alec’s stomach. ‘Not now, Alec. I’m too tired to answer your questions. And I want to hear what happened to them.’ He looked pointedly at Hailey, Demi, and Jayden.
‘Our story totally trumps yours,’ Demi said with a boastful smile. She launched into the details about their sleepover in the forest, telling him and Alec about their encounter with the dryads, naiads, and knoxen before jumping to their battle with the griffin.
Alec’s eyes were wide again. ‘Dryads and naiads. I can’t believe I missed all of that. Although I’m glad I wasn’t there for the knoxen. Did you know they kill by lying on their victims and crushing them—and that’s after they’ve given them a few good gashes with their claws.’
‘I wish you hadn’t told me that.’ Hailey shuddered at the thought of her bones shattering under the weight of the terrifying monster she’d barely survived last night.
‘I know how to get us home,’ Kendra announced.
‘How?’ Jayden asked.
‘The sea-horses know how to find the palace.’
‘What’s everyone waiting for?’ Demi said incredulously. ‘Let’s get the horses.’
Hailey and her friends mounted the horses, eager to get the Tartarus off the island before something else tried to kill them. She didn’t bother looking back as the horses trotted into the sea. She never wanted to see this place again—or any other island, for that matter.
‘They’re about to dive,’ Kendra warned.
Hailey tensed. She hadn’t thought about the obvious fact that the horses would have to go under the water to get to the palace. She remembered Madam Grayson telling them the horses had the power to feed their riders oxygen underwater. But instinct told her that was impossible, which is why she took a great big gulping breath of air when her horse dove.
Hailey squinted when she went under, expecting the water to sting her eyes, but they felt fine. She opened them and was amazed to find she could see perfectly.
The first thing she noticed was that her horse had grown gills. The next thing was that she was dry. Hailey frowned down at her hands; the surrounding water was being repelled from her skin, like there was a magnetic field around her pushing the water back.
Her lungs burned, reminding her she was running out of air. Tentatively, she took a tiny breath. When no water rushed into her mouth, she took a bigger one, inhaling the salty air, which dispelled the burning in her chest. She took a few more cautious breaths before accepting she now had the ability to breathe underwater—at least while she was on the sea-horse—and took notice of her surroundings.
The sea was empty, more or less. There were no kaleidoscopic reefs, and only a few fish swam about, but they were the average kind that people preferred to eat rather than look at. The lack of sea-life made Hailey feel as though the sea-creatures had abandoned this area.
Instinctively, she glanced down, where an impenetrable blackness lurked a hundred feet beneath her. She shivered and clung more tightly to her horse’s scaly neck as she imagined the sea-monster from her nightmares bursting from the darkness to eat her. After everything she’d been through, the last thing she wanted to do was take on another monster, especially in the sea where she could easily drown if it dragged her from her horse’s back.
‘Look!’
Demi’s voice was perfectly audible under the water, and it broke Hailey from her sudden rush of fear. She loosened her grip on the horse’s neck and straightened. A smile broke over her face when the palace came into view. As soon as they made it to the grounds, Hailey knew they’d be safe.
Of course she also knew expulsion waited for her when she got back. It was doubtful no one had noticed them, or the sea-horses, missing, considering how long they’d been gone. Her mum would be so angry with her when she got sent back home. She wouldn’t be surprised if she decided to home-school her as punishment for messing up so badly.
As they neared the palace, Hailey expected to see a ring of teachers—and maybe the seniors—circling the grounds, waiting for them to return so they wouldn’t have to send out a search party.
But the grounds were deserted.
They’re probably waiting for us in the stable, Hailey thought.
But the stable was empty too.
‘I thought someone would’ve been waiting for us in here,’ Hailey said, sliding from her horse. She peered in the stalls, thinking maybe whoever was supposed to be waiting for them to return to the crime scene had fallen asleep.
‘Me too,’ Jayden said, frowning.
‘I guess we got away with it,’ Demi chimed, hugging the gold chest she’d stolen under her arm.
‘I better heal everyone’s injuries before we leave the stable,’ Kora suggested. ‘I think bleeding stomach wounds and claw-marked skin might be a little hard to explain to Madam Mendem.’
‘You don’t have to worry about healing me,’ Kendra said. ‘I have to admit to going to the island.’
Demi looked at her as if she’d just said she was going for a swim with sea-serpents. ‘Why?’
Kendra inclined her head to Rain, who nibbled on a piece of seaweed at her feet. ‘Because I think the sudden appearance of a pegacorn living in Poseidon’s stable might strike someone as suspicious.’ She saw the anxious look everyone gave her. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t mention you guys.’
‘You don’t have to go alone,’ Hailey told her, scratching her horse between the ears as it nudged her with its head. ‘I can come with you. I was the one who decided to go after you.’ Hailey didn’t want to get expelled, if she could avoid it, but she couldn’t let Kendra take all the blame. It had been her idea to recruit her friends for a deadly mission rather than tell a teacher, after all.
‘No, Hailey. You’re not getting in trouble for what I did. If I’d listened to you when you’d told me not to go, you wouldn’t have had to come after me. This was all my fault. Just promise me you’ll take care of Rain when I’m gone.’
The obstinate look on Kendra’s face told Hailey continuing to argue was pointless—and she really, really, didn’t want to get expelled. ‘Of course I’ll take care of her.’
Kora got to work on healing Jayden, Aaron, and Tahlia—and she even convinced Kendra to let her heal her stomach and head wound. Meanwhile, Hailey, Demi, and Alec put away the horses. It still seemed too fortunate to Hailey that they and the horses hadn’t been missed, but what other explanation was there for why no search party had come after them? Or why no one had been waiting to bombard them when they’d returned?
Blue skies, Hailey thought, just as someone said, ‘I thought I heard voices.’
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The Chest
Every hope Hailey had had of not getting expelled vanished.
Amathia loomed in the doorway, surveying each of them. Hailey tensed when her eyes shifted to her, expecting to find anger and reproach in them, but they shone with her usual warmness. She’s probably waiting to get angry after she makes sure none of us are bleeding to death, Hailey thought.
‘I see we have a new addition to the palace,’ Amathia remarked, reaching down to pet Rain before focusing her attention back on the eight of them. ‘I’m interested to hear where you’ve been.’ She glanced at Kora, who was covered in dried and oozing blood from the various wounds she’d absorbed. ‘It was noble of you to heal your friends, Kora, but I think you have expended your powers enough for one day. Please go to the healing wing and let Madam Mendem take the injuries from you. Tahlia and Jayden, would you please assist her there. Everyone else, come with me.’
Amathia gracefully pivoted and left the stable.
Hailey shared an apprehensive glance with her friends before stalking after her. She sighed as they trudged down the hallway. This would be the last time she walked through the palace. After telling her she was expelled, Amathia would probably send her to her dorm to pack her things before giving her a travelling necklace and telling her to get out.
Amathia steered them into her classroom, where she settled behind her desk as the five of them slumped into chairs in front of her. Amathia leaned forward. ‘I must admit, I was unaware of your absence until the early hours of this morning. I pride myself on knowing the happenings within the palace—especially the ones students don’t want me knowing about—but I had an urgent matter to address yesterday, which distracted me from noticing your disappearance. For that I apologise. You should not have had to endure a night away from the palace. A rescue team should have been sent for you.’
Hailey’s jaw dropped. Did Amathia just apologise?
‘I know you are all fatigued, but it’s important you tell me about where you have been for the past day. Who wishes to begin?’
‘It all started with me,’ Kendra said, giving Amathia a detailed explanation of everything that had happened, with Hailey and her friends telling their side of things once Kendra was finished.
Amathia didn’t interrupt; she merely nodded thoughtfully as they spoke. She straightened in her chair when they finished. ‘It appears you have all partaken in an epic adventure worthy of Homer. With that said, you should consider yourselves extremely fortunate to have survived the island.’ Amathia paused, which served to increase the building tension in the room as she prepared to pass her verdict on them. ‘I ask you never to do anything so foolish again while you’re under my care here.’
Hailey gaped. Amathia wasn’t kicking them out?
‘You’re not expelling us?’ Demi dared to ask.
‘How could I expel you for nobly risking your lives to save a friend? Yes, it was unwise to pursue Kendra instead of informing me or another teacher, but your intentions were good. And as for you, Kendra, I can understand why you felt the need to leave. I will make sure my sisters and I ride the hippocampi more so they don’t feel trapped. Although it does concern me why you didn’t think to speak with me about your concerns prior to endangering your life.’
‘Because I didn’t think you would let me go.’
‘If you’d explained your feelings to me, I would have accompanied you—along with Madam Grayson.’
Kendra’s features tightened with guilt, and she dropped her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll never do it again.’
Hailey couldn’t believe they were actually getting away with what they’d done. She thought it was safe enough to ask the question that had been bugging her since that morning. ‘Amathia, why did the palace go underwater a day before it was supposed to?’
A flicker of anger crossed Amathia’s face. ‘That was the incident that distracted me from your disappearance. My sisters are displeased with the arrangement of the palace rising once a week, so they took it upon themselves to descend it.’
‘Oh,’ Hailey replied, not knowing what else to say. Truthfully, she shouldn’t have been surprised, considering how spiteful the nereids were, but them being responsible for marooning Hailey and her friends on the island had never crossed her mind.
‘I assure you it will not happen again. And I hope you leaving the palace’s grounds without permission will never happen again either.’
‘I promise,’ Hailey said, and so did everyone else.
Amathia rewarded them with one of her warm smiles. ‘I’m pleased to hear that. Unfortunately, you must report to your overseer now, and I warn you, Madam Grayson is most displeased.’
* * *
Hailey was blissfully sleeping when someone shook her. She dragged her eyes open, finding Aaron staring down at her. ‘Time to get up.’
She grudgingly sat up and rubbed her eyes. ‘I’ve only been asleep for a minute.’
He cocked an eyebrow. ‘Actually, it’s the late afternoon.’
Hailey glanced at the clock; it was 5.10. She’d been asleep for nine hours! ‘I didn’t real—hey, what are you doing in here? Madam Grayson is angry enough with us. She’ll kill you if she finds you in the girls’ dorms.’
Madam Grayson had been as angry as a ravenous hydra when they’d reported to her in the common room. She’d given them a huge lecture about how irresponsible they’d been, and how they were lucky to be alive. They’d gotten detention for a week, and neutralising bracelets to wear for an entire month.
‘We wanted to open the chest with you.’ Aaron held up the gold chest Demi had pilfered from the griffin’s nest. Thankfully, Demi had put it down when she’d been leading the sea-horses back to their stalls, so Amathia hadn’t seen it. ‘But if you’re not interested…’
‘No, we’re interested,’ the words came from Demi, who’d been fighting off Jayden’s attempts to drag her out of bed.
Aaron smirked and set the chest on the empty floor between Hailey and Demi’s desks; everyone gathered around it.
‘So whose idea was the reconnaissance mission?’ Hailey asked. She was surprised the boys had risked getting caught to go back for it.
‘Believe it or not, it was Alec’s,’ Aaron said.
‘Alec?’ Hailey and Demi said at the same time. He was the last person Hailey would have guessed. If anything, she would have expected him to tell Madam Grayson about it to avoid getting into any more trouble.
‘Of course I wanted to go back for it.’ Alec’s voracious eyes locked on to the chest as he spoke. ‘This chest was important enough to put in a griffin’s nest, which means there’s something very valuable inside, and I want to know what it is.’ He reached for the antique key sitting in the lock, a tiny click sounding as he twisted it.
With slightly shaking hands, he opened the lid, everyone leaning forward to see what wonders lay inside.
Hailey expected to see a pile of gold coins and maybe a few pearl necklaces—treasure, basically, considering they’d found the chest in a trove of riches. But what looked like a scroll was tucked inside. A treasure map perhaps?

Alec delicately picked up the scroll and untied the string binding it with the precision of someone deactivating a bomb. As the string came loose, something slipped from inside the parchment.
Something that made everyone gasp.
‘Is that a… a…’ Aaron began, but he couldn’t finish his sentence.
Hailey understood how he felt. She could have been given a hundred guesses about what was inside the chest, and she never would have come up with what was lying on the floor.
It looked a bit like a stick, being long and slender, but was made of black onyx. Its slightly pointed tip gleamed with the milky white and blue colours of a moonstone. Hailey picked it up, tracing her fingers over the gold symbols engraved on the polished stone. The symbols were all the same: a circle surrounding a labyrinth-like pattern that had a six-pointed spiral in its centre. Hailey recognised it as the strophalos—Hecate’s wheel—which confirmed her guess about what the object was.
‘It’s a wand.’
No one said anything to contradict Hailey. Everyone just stared at the object like its existence was impossible. And, in a way, it was. Wands were rarer than rare. Hecate was the only god who could make them. It was said she’d only created three: one for herself, one for Hermes, and one for humankind.
As Hecate and Hermes would have died with their wands at Olympus, this wand had to be the latter. No one knew what had happened to the one Hecate had made for humankind. Legends had whispered about how certain people, such as Perseus and Alexander the Great, had gotten their hands on it and used it for their own means. But they were only legends. In truth, no one had ever seen the wand.
Until now.
‘What’s on the paper?’ Demi broke the silence.
Alec looked surprised to find the scroll in his hand, but he quickly recovered and unfurled it. ‘It says… be the peril past, the spell be uncast. Slumber no more, your powers I restore… Whoa!’ Alec dropped the scroll. ‘The words just changed to Goldarin.’
A woman’s voice echoed around the dorm chanting, ‘Nat kiat zatokav znaek, kiat ezatvv nat utrsnaek. Evutwnato rda wdaoat, mdauto zdauatoe ka oatekdaoat.’
A pulse shot through the wand, and Hailey dropped it in surprise. The strophalos symbols and moonstone glowed, and the wand shuddered, firing tremors through the floor.
The vibrations suddenly stopped, and the glowing symbols vanished. As they disappeared, one formed on the wand’s moonstone tip.
‘What in Tartarus was that?!’ Aaron exclaimed.
Alec gulped. ‘I think I just read a spell.’
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The Wand
‘A spell!’ Aaron practically shouted. ‘What kind of spell? And where did that voice come from?’
Alec hesitated. ‘It sounded like an awakening spell. I’m not sure about the voice.’
‘Who was it supposed to awaken?’ Demi’s eyes darted around the room. ‘Please don’t tell me it was the gods.’
‘The gods are dead,’ Jayden said indubitably.
‘But the prophecy says they’ll return,’ Demi countered. ‘What if we’re the ones who reawaken them?’
Hailey’s head spun, and her throat turned dry. No, they couldn’t have woken up the gods. They’re dead, like Jayden said. But what if they can come back? What if they left behind the spell and wand as a way to resurrect themselves?
Alec set the scroll on the ground, beside the wand. ‘I didn’t wake up the gods, Demi,’ he said in a slow even tone. ‘Not even a wand can bring them back from death.’
‘Then who was it for?’ Hailey demanded, desperate to hear they hadn’t just condemned the world to some unthinkable evil that everyone would look to her—the Zeus—to destroy.
Alec considered the question, glancing from the spell to the wand. His whole body relaxed as he realised something. ‘The wand must’ve been put to sleep or something, that’s why it was covered in Hecate’s symbol. The spell was written to awaken its power, which is why the symbols glowed and disappeared. And the voice was probably pre-programmed into it for when someone read the spell, because the wand must only respond to Goldarin.’
Jayden scratched his head. ‘Why would it be pre-programmed into it? Why wouldn’t the spell just be written in Goldarin?’
‘Because this wand was meant for humans, and back in the ancient times humans couldn’t read or speak Goldarin.’
‘But if it was meant for humans, wouldn’t Hecate have created the wand to respond to English… or Greek—whatever humans spoke then?’ Aaron asked.
‘That’s a good question.’ Alec tapped his lip, thoughtful. ‘Maybe the spell was also meant to give the reader the ability to speak Goldarin. But since I already know the language, it getting downloaded into my brain isn’t noticeable to me. Anyway, the point is, we didn’t wake anyone up, we merely awakened the wand’s magic.’
Hailey thought about it for a second and relaxed too; it was a perfectly logical explanation. Why else would the wand have glowed and vibrated like it was filling with power?
The gods aren’t coming back. They’re dead.
‘Well, in that case, I can’t believe we found a wand!’ Demi gushed, clapping her hands together. ‘We can have anything we want—like a big screen TV, or a—’
‘We’re not keeping it,’ Alec said before Demi could finish rattling off her list. ‘We need to give it to Amathia.’
‘No.’ Hailey snatched the wand up before anyone could touch it; power shot up her arm like electricity and coursed through her veins. ‘We might get into even more trouble for stealing from a griffin’s nest,’ she explained as four pairs of eyes narrowed at her.
‘I’m with, Hails. It would be stupid to give the wand up,’ Aaron said. ‘We could use it to get back at Venus.’
‘That’s brilliant. I never even thought of that.’ Demi’s eyes gleamed with amusement as she got lost in whatever plans she was thinking of for tormenting Venus and the twins.
‘I don’t agree with revenge.’ Jayden shot Demi and Aaron a censorious glance. ‘But it could help us prevent Venus from bullying Uniques.’
‘I don’t know about this,’ Alec said, carefully rolling the scroll back up and fastening it with the string. ‘I really think we should give it to Amathia. And you all remember what happened the last time you didn’t listen to me—we almost died on an island.’ He nestled the scroll back in the gold chest.
Considering it had only just happened, Hailey remembered it pretty well. But she thought Alec was wrong in this case. She stood up, clutching the wand against her chest. She had a feeling if they took it to Amathia, she’d destroy it.
And finding a wand was a once in a lifetime kind of thing—or more like once in a million lifetimes. ‘Sorry, Alec, but you’re outvoted,’ she said. ‘I’m surprised you’re so against us keeping it, especially when you were the one who risked going back for the chest. Isn’t this something you’d like to show your dad?’
‘Of course it is.’ Alec craned his neck to look up at Hailey. ‘But artefacts like that shouldn’t be kept by one person. They should be put in a museum for everyone to see. And they definitely shouldn’t be used. I think a wand is too powerful to be unleashed on the world.’
Hailey scoffed. What kind of person gives up a wand, and consequently the chance to have anything they want, so that a bunch of people can ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ over it in a museum? Hailey and her friends were the ones who had risked their lives to get it, so it was only fair they should be the ones to keep it.
Movement on Demi’s side of the dorm caught the corner of Hailey’s eye. Demi saw it, too, and strode to her desk. Her face was ashen when she turned back around grasping a pile of letters. ‘They’re from my parents.’
Hailey stiffened. Amathia must’ve told their parents about their disappearance. She’d been too tired to even glance at her desk when Madam Grayson had finally finished yelling and let them go to their dorms. But looking over at her desk now, she could see her own pile of letters.
Her poor mum was probably having a heart attack worrying about where she was. ‘I’ll keep the wand safe until we deal with our parents.’ She drifted towards her chest of drawers to hide the wand.
Jayden got to his feet with Alec and Aaron. ‘Don’t look so glum, Dems. Just think, our parents can’t ground us while we’re here.’
‘That’s right, they can’t punish us until the holidays,’ Aaron agreed. ‘And that’s a whole month and a half away, so maybe they’ll forget all about it.’
Demi plunked down on her bed, still clutching the letters in her hands. ‘I doubt it. You boys better go face your own letters.’
‘I guess it’s better to get it over with,’ Aaron said, raising his shoulders and looking as if he were about to charge into battle. ‘Don’t use that wand until we can find a way to sneak back here,’ he instructed Hailey, and nudged the gold chest under her bed with his foot. ‘Come on, Alec.’
Alec didn’t move. He stood in the centre of the dorm, staring at the drawer Hailey had hidden the wand in. She stepped in front of it, ready to fight him off if he lunged.
But Alec didn’t make a move for the wand. Instead, he narrowed his eyes at Hailey as if he’d never seen her before. Aaron put a hand on his shoulder and steered him from the dorm.
The materialisation of another letter, this time on her desk, distracted Hailey from thinking about why Alec was being weird. She trudged over to her desk, where four letters addressed in her mum’s handwriting waited—she could practically feel the tension and panic coming off them. No point delaying the inevitable, she thought with a sigh, sitting down.
She picked up the letter with the least furious-looking writing and opened it.
Hailey,
Where are you? The school says you’ve disappeared, and it’s almost dark.
I don’t know what to do. They won’t tell me where Poseidon’s Academy is, so I can’t come and look for you myself.
I hope you’re only lost in the palace. When you get this letter, please write back to me STRAIGHT AWAY!!! Before I have a panic attack, which I’m on the verges of!
Please be all right!
Love Mum
Guilt pulsed through Hailey’s heart as she imagined how distressed her mum would have been when she was told her daughter was missing. She felt even worse when she thought about how much more freaked out her mum would have been after Amathia told her where Hailey had spent the last twenty-four hours.
She’d probably be grounded for the rest of her life—providing her mum didn’t kill her first.
The next two letters matched the first one, with her mum pleading for Hailey to tell her where she was and what she should do. Hesitantly, she opened the last one, preparing herself for the disappointment and anger she knew would be waiting inside.
Hailey,
The school told me they’ve found you. You have no idea how relieved I am. I was up all night worrying about you. I even went to the beach thinking I might spot the palace.
Amathia didn’t tell me what happened to you. She said it was best to hear it from you. All she told me was they found you this morning, unharmed, which is all that matters to me.
As soon as you get this letter, write back to me so I know you’re safe. I’ve got half a mind to pull you from that school for losing you.
Please write back quickly!
Love Mum
‘What were your letters like?’ Demi asked from her bed, letters and ripped open envelopes scattered around her.
Hailey twisted in her chair to face her. ‘Mum was just really worried. Amathia didn’t tell her what we did.’
‘Yeah, same with my parents.’ Demi sighed. ‘Now I have to tell them about it myself. What am I supposed to say? “Dear Mum and Dad, I went on a rescue mission to an island, which I have decided to dub Killer Island because I almost died about a dozen times.” That’ll go down really well with them.’
Hailey thought about what she should do. By not telling her mum what had happened, Amathia had given her the perfect opportunity to lie. But she couldn’t bring herself to do that to her mum. Of course Demi had a good point about their adventure not being something you told someone through a letter.
‘I think I’ll just tell my mum I’m okay, and that I’ll tell her what happened when I go home for the holidays. That way she’ll get to yell at me in person—I also like your name for the island,’ Hailey added, thinking Killer Island suited it perfectly, considering how many monsters had attacked them.
Demi perked up. ‘Great idea, Hails. It’ll delay the freaking out and lecturing.’
* * *
Hailey perched on the edge of her bed, staring at the drawer the wand was in. She tapped her fingers against her mattress, resisting the urge to snatch it out. She’d promised not to touch it until Jayden, Alec, and Aaron could sneak back into their dorm.
But she couldn’t wait.
She needed to hold it.
To use its magic.
She glanced over to make sure Demi, who had decided to take another nap, was still asleep before yanking open the drawer. She sifted through her clothes until she found the wand. Power pulsed into her from the onyx, filling her like electricity, begging her to use it. But what would she use it on? Her eyes landed on the closed window.
Hailey flicked the wand at the window and said, ‘Open.’
Nothing happened.
She flicked the wand again. ‘Open.’
The window remained shut.
She smacked her hand against her head. ‘Of course, it only responds to Goldarin. Dazatr.’
The wand’s moonstone tip glowed, the shades of blue in it shimmering, and the crystal doors flew open.
Hailey was grateful Amathia had made it compulsory for all first years to study the language of the gods; otherwise, the wand would have been useless to her.
‘Hailey? What are you doing? Is that the wand?’
Hailey reeled around. Demi was awake and sitting up. ‘It’s incredible, Dems.’
Hailey expected her best friend to leap out of bed, proclaiming it her turn. Instead, she regarded Hailey with the same uneasy look Alec had. ‘Are you feeling okay? You seem kind of… different.’
Hailey moved towards Demi. The only way she would understand what Hailey was talking about was if she touched the wand. ‘Here. Take it.’ She offered it to her. ‘But you have to speak in Goldarin.’
‘Well, I suppose I deserve to have some fun with it. I am the one who stole it after all.’
The power coursing through Hailey cut off like a switch being flicked when Demi took the wand. She flicked it at her polished coral desk, speaking the Goldarin words to change it from white to purple.
‘This is so cool!’ she squealed, changing the desk back. ‘We have to tell the boys.’
‘They’re probably in the common room.’
Demi pocketed the wand, and she and Hailey headed to the common room, where they found Jayden, Alec, and Aaron hiding in one of the corners on the casual half of the room, just behind an armchair.
‘We were just discussing how to get back into your dorm,’ Aaron said when Hailey and Demi joined them on the ground, sitting down on the sea-sponge floor cushions.
‘What’s with the smile?’ Jayden asked Demi, who was having a hard time containing her glee. ‘Did your parents not give you as much grief as you thought they would?’
Demi leaned towards the boys. ‘We tried out the wand.’
‘You were meant to wait until we were all together,’ Aaron griped, looking annoyed.
‘We got tired of waiting,’ Demi said dismissively. ‘Here, it’s your turn.’ She un-pocketed the wand and held it out to him.
‘Not here, Demi,’ Jayden snapped. ‘Someone might see.’
Demi’s eyes gleamed with an idea. ‘Sdarsatnav,’ she said, whirling the wand around the five of them.
A chill spread through Hailey’s body, like someone had just injected ice water into her veins. ‘Demi, what did you do?’
Demi grinned. ‘Dah, I made us invisible, so we don’t have to worry about anyone seeing the wand.’
Alec was horrified. ‘Demi, you shouldn’t be using the wand. We need to give it to Amathia before it hurts someone.’
‘Shut up, Alec,’ Aaron said. ‘I want to see if the spell worked.’ He strolled over to a boy heading towards one of the armchairs. ‘Hey, can you see me?’
The boy turned towards Aaron, frowning. Hailey thought the spell hadn’t worked, but then the boy shrugged and walked off, as if he’d decided he’d been hearing things.
Aaron moseyed back over to them and sat down. ‘I think it’s safe to say it worked.’ He grabbed the wand off Demi.
‘Don’t do it,’ Jayden’s voice admonished.
Aaron smirked impishly. Hailey followed his gaze to Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo, who were sitting on the sofa in front of the fireplace, painting their nails.
‘Gnarkaei.’
The sofa the three girls were on vanished, sending them thumping to the floor and spilling their magenta nail polish all over the white pearls. Venus was stunned for a second, and then sprang to her feet, glaring at the laughing first years with eyes of pure fury. ‘That wasn’t funny! If any of you ever use your powers on me again, you’ll regret it!’ She stormed off with the twins.
Hailey could barely breathe she was laughing so hard.
‘Give me that.’ Jayden snatched the wand from Aaron’s hands with a reproachful shake of his head. His eyes widened for a split second before he joined in their laughter. ‘It was pretty funny.’
Alec was the only serious one now. He was staring at them with such consternation that Hailey wondered if they’d suddenly grown a pair of fangs. ‘There’s something wrong,’ he said. ‘The wand is doing something to you. I’m going to get Amathia.’
Hailey and Aaron grabbed Alec before he could stand up. The wand was theirs. And no one was going to take it from them.
‘I think you need to hold the wand, Alec.’ Demi plucked the wand from Jayden’s hand and shoved it into Alec’s before he could protest.
Alec stiffened, his breath hitching. ‘You’re right. We can’t give the wand to Amathia. We need to keep it for ourselves.’
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Fun and Games
The next hour consisted of them arguing about who got to use the wand first, and what they should do with it. In the end, they all agreed they should only use it when they were together, and the best thing to use it for was paying Venus back for all the cruel things she’d done.
They were in the middle of devising a plan against her when Kora, Tahlia, and Kendra called out their names. Demi swished the wand around to make everyone visible and waved them over.
Hailey considered telling them about the wand, since they’d been on the island, too, but she didn’t want to share it. And she didn’t know if she could trust them not to tell other people about it.
The wand needs to be protected by keeping it a secret.
‘We’ve got detention,’ Kendra said.
Hailey sighed along with her friends. Reluctantly, they reported to Madam Grayson in the Monsters and Creatures classroom. ‘Since you like spending time with the sea-horses so much, I think you can spend your first detention cleaning their stable,’ she said, disapproval clear on her face as she marched them out of the classroom.
Demi reached into her pocket and leaned towards Hailey as they trudged after Madam Grayson down the hallway, towards the stairs. ‘I’ve got the wand. We can use it to help us clean the stable,’ she whispered.
Hailey was tempted, but a wand being whipped out would raise questions from Kora, Tahlia, and Kendra. She shook her head. ‘Not with them here.’ She jerked her head towards the three girls, who were a few steps in front of them. ‘Don’t worry, the floors are self-cleaning, remember? So we won’t have to shovel horse manure.’
‘I need a chocolate sundae,’ Kora announced when they all shuffled into the entryway twenty minutes later, covered in bits of dried seaweed and smelling like salt. ‘Anyone wanna join?’
‘Yes, I definitely—’ Demi started.
‘No,’ Jayden cut her off. ‘We’ve got some stuff to do back upstairs.’
‘Your loss.’ Kora shrugged and headed between the stairs.
‘See you later,’ Tahlia said, following behind her with Kendra.
Demi rounded on Jayden. ‘What was that? I want a sundae.’
‘It can wait,’ Jayden told her.
‘Yeah, it’s time for phase one,’ Aaron added.
‘Oh, right.’ Demi grinned.
‘Looks clear,’ Alec said, scanning the stairs to make sure no one was on their way down.
Demi whipped out the wand and whirled it around them. ‘Sdarsatnav.’
Hailey shivered against the icy chill that swarmed her body.
‘Let’s go,’ Aaron said, taking the lead up the stairs.
A sly smile crept over Hailey’s face as she ascended the stairs. Venus had been getting away with making the Uniques’ lives a living Tartarus since the beginning of the year, but Hailey was about to ensure that she didn’t get away with it anymore.
She and her friends ambled into the common room, where they carefully manoeuvred their way through students, dodging and diving out of the way to avoid running into anyone, before finally making it into the girls’ dorms.
‘No one’s screaming, so I guess that means the invisibility spell is working,’ Jayden remarked.
‘The wand would never let us down,’ Demi proclaimed, kissing its moonstone tip.
‘Come on, let’s find her dorm,’ Hailey said, scanning doors for Venus’s name.
‘It’s down here,’ Demi announced a minute later. She was peering at the last door on the right.
Hailey scurried over to her with the boys and glanced at the name on the door. Apparently, Venus didn’t like the calligraphy everyone else’s names had been inscribed in, because her name, Venus Montgomery, was emblazoned in sparkling blue diamonds.
‘Who does she think she is, a princess?’ Aaron muttered under his breath before opening the door.
Hailey scooted inside, the sugary scent of pink bubble gum engulfing her, and froze. She’d expected Venus to have the same dorm as everyone else: two beds, two desks, two side tables, and two chests of drawers. But thinking about it now, she realised what a ridiculous thought it had been.
In addition to those items, Venus had a scallop-shell spa crowded with beauty products, which ranged from chocolate-scented shampoo to Black Sea mud masks.
But what surprised Hailey the most were the glamour shots lining the walls, where Venus had been touched-up to look like a barbie doll, with red lips, fake eyelashes, and even a spray tan.
Aaron made a strangled sound, which caught the attention of Venus, who was sitting at her desk in a high-backed chair that looked like a throne—guess she didn’t approve of her scallop-shell chair. It made Hailey think that maybe she was a princess, especially when she spotted the glittery tiaras and crowns adorning her desk.
But if Venus was royalty, Hailey was certain she would have made sure everyone knew it by acting a lot more imperious than she already did—if such a thing were possible.
If she’s not a princess, what’s with the tiaras and crowns? Hailey worked out the answer and let out the same choked sound Aaron had as she tried not to laugh at the fact Venus competed in beauty pageants. She was an Aphrodite; she was literally born one of the most beautiful people in the world—entering beauty pageants was cheating in Hailey’s mind.
‘Who’s there?’ Venus demanded, marching towards the door. She peered into the hallway before slamming the door with an irritated huff.
Aaron positioned himself beside Venus’s desk and threw a stack of pink paper into the air when she spun around.
Venus sucked in a breath, her features contorting in fear for a second before turning hostile. ‘I said if anyone used their powers on me again, they’d regret it. So whoever you are, you better get out of here before I get really angry.’
Hailey smiled with an idea when she noticed Venus was standing on a fluffy white rug. Demi was way ahead of her, already yanking it out from under Venus.
‘Ouch,’ Venus yelped, hitting the ground.
It proved too much for Aaron and Demi, who burst into laughter. Alec signalled them to be quiet, but Venus was the one to silence them yelling, ‘Show yourselves, cowards!’ Her eyes combed the dorm, passing over Hailey and her friends.
Hailey decided they’d put Venus through enough—for now—and it was time to do something nice for her, like re-decorate. She plucked the wand from Demi’s hand and whispered, ‘Sinarlat kda nvnast.’ She swished the wand around the dorm, changing the white furniture to black so it matched Venus’s heart.
Venus paled, her brave façade dissolving as she scrambled to her feet and bolted from the dorm.
Hailey couldn’t contain her laughter anymore; she let it encompass the room along with her friends’. Justice had been served. But it wasn’t over yet. She had no doubt Venus was knocking on Madam Grayson’s door right now, getting ready to tell her how an invisible person had attacked her. Hailey didn’t want to leave any evidence that could give credibility to her story.
‘Quickly, tidy everything up,’ she instructed her friends before changing the furniture back to white.
The boys stopped laughing and caught on to her plan. They knelt down and collected the scattered papers.
‘How in Tartarus did she get a spa in here?’ Demi asked, sniffing the strawberry body soufflé resting on the spa’s edge. ‘Not to mention that throne.’
‘Conjuring furniture,’ Alec explained, picking up a small rectangular remote control from her desk. It had a button on it and a picture of the same high-backed chair Venus had. Alec pressed the button, and the chair vanished. He pressed the button again, the chair popping back into existence.
‘We need to go!’ Hailey hissed.
They slipped out the door and spotted Madam Grayson, Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo heading towards them.
‘I told you, Venus, there’s no one at Poseidon’s Academy with invisibility,’ Madam Grayson said.
‘There has to be, and you’ll see that, too, when we get to my destroyed dormitory.’
Hailey squeezed past them and snickered, imagining Venus’s face when she found her dorm in perfect order. With any luck, Madam Grayson would give her a detention for wasting her time.
Blue skies.
* * *
Sunday arrived, bringing the end of Hailey’s detentions. She was relieved, to say the least. They’d gotten progressively worse each day, with Madam Grayson making them scrub every pearl in the entryway’s floor yesterday.
Hailey stepped into the grounds and automatically glanced at the sky. She lifted a hand towards it, the gold neutralising bracelet on her wrist sliding a few inches down her arm. Her heart clenched when no warmth flowed into her fingers, and, with a sigh, she dropped her hand, feeling as though she’d been banished from her own little world. It was ironic that when she had her powers she didn’t want them, but when she couldn’t use them she missed them.
It wasn’t as if she needed her powers to manipulate the sky though. Hailey reached into her shorts pocket and pulled out the wand; a euphoric rush of power surged into her, making her feel as though she could do anything—walk on water, fly, even march into Madam Grayson’s dorm and tell her she wasn’t doing any more homework for Monsters and Creatures.
It was early enough on a weekend that the grounds were deserted, so she didn’t bother casting an invisibility spell. She pointed the wand at the sky. ‘Sinarlat kda
zkart. Sinarlat kda zutozvat.’ She puffed up when the sky turned pink and the clouds purple. It appeared the wand made her a more powerful Zeus than her powers did.
She aimed the wand at herself. It was time to find out if it could make her live up to everyone’s expectations by giving her the ability to shoot lightning from her hands.
‘I saw that.’
Hailey whirled around, scrambling to hide the wand behind her back. ‘Aaron.’ She exhaled in relief. ‘You scared me.’
He saw the wand and gave her a censorious look worthy of Jayden’s praise. ‘You shouldn’t be using that so publically, especially for something as obvious as changing the sky’s colour.’
‘I know. I’m sorry.’ Hailey changed the sky and clouds back, and shoved the wand into her pocket, feeling the power rush that had swarmed her fizzle out. ‘What are you doing out here so early?’
Aaron stiffened and balled his hands into fists.
Hailey followed his gaze. Venus and the twins, it appeared, had decided to get up early for a little bullying. They, along with three spellbound boys, were chasing a girl with bright red fly-away hair out of the palace.
‘Stop. I want to help you,’ Venus called after her.
The girl spun around. ‘How?’
Venus’s face gleamed with malice. ‘By putting that fire out for you.’ She nodded to one of the spellbound boys.
A stream of water shot from his fingertips, saturating the girl, whose red hair faded to mousy brown. The dull colour emphasised her plain features, and Hailey recognised her as Cady: a Unique who could change the colour of anything—including herself.
Rage pulsed through Hailey as she watched Cady run away in tears. It seemed the lesson they’d given Venus last weekend had worn off.
Time for a refresher.
Hailey grabbed Aaron with one hand to stop him from storming over to Venus and the twins, and reached into her pocket with the other. The wand’s power consumed her again as she aimed it at Venus. ‘Akaat!’
A jet of fire blasted from the wand’s moonstone tip and hit Venus with such force, it sent her flying backwards as a fiery hole burned through her chest.
Hailey gasped and dropped the wand.
What have I done?!
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Spying
‘Hailey.’ Hailey opened her eyes—when had she closed them?—and looked at Aaron. ‘Are you okay?’
She’d just killed someone. Of course she wasn’t okay.
Her stomach heaved, and she leaned forward to throw up, but paused when she heard Venus laugh. She glanced past Aaron and saw her standing with the twins near the palace’s entrance. She’s alive. But how? Hailey instinctively looked at the wand lying on the ground, and suddenly realised it had sent her a vision. The wand had wanted her to use it to kill Venus.
Its power called to her now, urging her to pick up the wand. To use it. To kill. She didn’t dare reach for it. Hailey might despise Venus, but that didn’t mean she wanted her dead.
‘I’ll get it.’ Aaron grabbed the wand before Hailey could stop him. She froze as he aimed it and said, ‘Onakar.’
Venus and the twins screamed.
But not because Aaron had sent a death spell at them. They were screaming because the patch of sky above their heads was dropping an onslaught of rain onto them.
‘Hailey, what’s the matter with you?’ Aaron asked as Venus and the twins fled into the palace for cover. ‘You look as if you’ve seen a shade.’
She pulled herself together. ‘Give me the wand.’ Aaron cocked an eyebrow, but he handed it to her. She flinched when he placed it in her outstretched hand, expecting it to possess her again with images of what it wanted her to do. She blew out a breath when nothing happened and shoved the wand into her pocket. ‘We can’t use it anymore.’
‘What are you talking about? It’s the only thing that can help us get revenge on Venus while our powers are gone.’
Hailey had happily used it for that exact reason since they’d found it, but she couldn’t trust the wand anymore—not after what had just happened. And she wasn’t going to risk her, or her friends’, freewill by continuing to use it.
She explained to Aaron what the wand had shown her.
‘I’ll be right back with the others,’ Aaron said and ran off into the palace.
Hailey sank to the ground, next to an aquamarine tree. The wand pressed against her leg and she tensed, waiting for it to possess her and force her to embark on a killing rampage. How many people would it compel her to murder before letting her go, or someone else killed her? She shuddered at the thought and was grateful for a distraction when her friends came hurrying towards her fifteen minutes later. She told them what she’d told Aaron.
Demi laughed. ‘Is that it? You think we should stop using the wand because you had a vision you killed Venus? You were angry, Hails. Your mind was probably showing you what you really wanted to do to Venus. It had nothing to do with the wand.’
‘Demi might be right about it being in your mind,’ Jayden said. ‘You sounded pretty angry.’
‘I don’t think my anger could have transported me into a vision so real it made me think I’d actually killed Venus,’ Hailey retorted. ‘It was the wand. It’s dangerous.’
‘I told you wands are dangerous,’ Alec said. ‘The power they’re infused with is said to be so strong it can take on a life of its own.’
Demi snorted. ‘It’s a wand, Alec—an inanimate object.’ She fixed her gaze on Hailey. ‘So are you saying we should give the wand to Amathia?’
‘No,’ Hailey said so suddenly she surprised herself. The wand needs to be protected. ‘I just don’t think we should use it anymore, that’s all.’
Demi crossed her arms. ‘But we’ve barely done anything with it.’
‘I think you might be overreacting a little bit, Hailey,’ Jayden said in a measured voice.
‘She’s not,’ Aaron said. ‘I saw her face when it happened. She was terrified. We’re not using the wand anymore, unless it’s an emergency.’
‘But I—’ Demi began to argue.
‘What are they doing out here?’ Jayden asked, cutting her off.
The nereids were sashaying towards the grounds’ edge. Hailey watched them jump into the sea, not making so much as a splash before they vanished, becoming one with the water like the naiads had on Killer Island. Hailey suddenly remembered Amathia saying they’d been the ones to lower the palace early. Hailey hadn’t given it a second thought at the time, but it seemed like a big coincidence that at the exact time the nereids had lowered the palace, Hailey and her friends had been fighting for their lives on the island.
The realisation of what the nereids had done hit Hailey like a cyclops’s club, deepening her hate for them. ‘I know why the palace lowered while we were on Killer Island.’
Jayden raised an eyebrow. ‘We already know why. Amathia said it was because the nereids wanted it back underwater.’
‘But the palace has been rising from the sea since the beginning of the year, and they’ve never lowered it before,’ she pointed out. ‘Doesn’t it seem like too much of a coincidence that the same weekend we weren’t here they chose to lower it?’
Alec smacked himself on the forehead. ‘Of course. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. The nereids knew we were on the island, didn’t they?’
Hailey nodded. ‘Yeah. They probably went to take the sea-horses for a ride, and when they saw they were gone, they figured they’d try to lessen the number of students by lowering the palace and stranding us.’
Apparently, the nereids weren’t as harmless as Jayden had convinced everyone. They might not have made an attempt against the whole school, like Nemertes had threatened, but getting rid of Hailey and her friends would have shown Amathia they weren’t bluffing.
‘I thought Amathia was making sure they didn’t get up to anything,’ Alec said, a slight glint of disappointment in his eyes, like Amathia had let him down.
Aaron pitched an aquamarine towards where the nereids had vanished, the gem slipping over the grounds’ edge and sinking. ‘Well, she’s not doing a very good job.’
‘She can’t exactly watch them twenty-four seven.’ Jayden defended Amathia. ‘She does have a school to run as well.’
Demi shot him an accusatory look. ‘Wasn’t it you who said the nereids were bluffing about their threats?’
Jayden shrugged. ‘I thought they were. But Hailey’s right about everything being too much of a coincidence. I still don’t think they’ll start killing off students though. I just think they saw an opportunity to get rid of some and took it.’
‘Either way, we’re not leaving all the watching up to Amathia,’ Aaron said. ‘It’s time we helped her and made sure they’re really not up to anything.’
‘We’ve had this discussion before,’ Demi reminded him. ‘It’s kind of impossible to spy on someone you never see, and who might kill you if they catch you.’
‘What if they couldn’t see us?’
‘What do you mean, Alec?’ Aaron asked.
Alec looked at Hailey apologetically. ‘I know you said you don’t want to use the wand anymore. But I think it’s the only way we can spy on the nereids.’
Hailey opened her mouth to argue, but Aaron cut her off. ‘I get that you’re worried about what the wand could do, but I don’t think it’s powerful enough to control any of us, or it would have already. You managed to drop the wand before it did anything, and I didn’t have any visions when I picked it up. I think it was just responding to your anger.’
Hailey had to admit that Aaron had a point. If the wand was capable of possession, it would have taken her over the first time she’d touched it, and it wouldn’t have let her drop it after she’d had the vision of killing Venus. Maybe it had been her anger. Regardless, the wand was the only way to find out what the nereids were up to; their only choice was to use it.
‘Okay,’ Hailey said after a long pause. ‘We can use the wand to spy on them. But nothing else.’ She emphasised the last part especially to Demi, who pouted.
About two hours passed before the nereids climbed back through the force field, not a single drop of water clinging to them as they sauntered back towards the stable’s doors.
‘Give me the wand, Hailey,’ Aaron said, holding his hand out. ‘I’m going to follow them and see if they let anything about their plans slip.’
‘No,’ Hailey said. ‘I’ll go.’ She wasn’t letting her friends anywhere near the wand until she knew it wasn’t dangerous. Reluctantly, she dragged it from her pocket and relaxed slightly when no images of killing Venus flashed into her mind. But the rush of pure power that surged through her made her stomach quiver. Has it always felt this powerful? Or has its power being growing? she wondered.
‘Are you sure you want to go, Hailey?’ Jayden asked.
‘Yeah, because you don’t look happy about it,’ Demi added.
‘I’m going.’ Hailey’s voice was absolute. She’d never forgive herself if the wand hurt her friends. She glanced around to make sure none of the other students in the grounds were looking, and then aimed the wand’s moonstone tip at herself. ‘Sdarsatnav.’ She shivered as what felt like freezing water spread through her body.
‘Good luck,’ Alec called after her as Hailey started towards the palace.
I’m in control, everything is fine, she told herself, dodging around students wandering from the palace’s entrance. Or not! Hailey froze in the entryway.
Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo were standing by the glass statue of Poseidon.
Hailey went to drop the wand, afraid it might make her kill them, but stopped when no gory vision of their deaths rushed into her mind, and no strong urge to obliterate them possessed her.
‘I’m bored,’ Venus whined, staring at her pink nails.
‘We could have a bit of fun with some Others,’ Nerissa suggested.
‘Yeah, like the one from this morning,’ Cleo agreed.
‘Hmm, I wonder where that chameleon girl is hiding now,’ Venus said, a dark smile touching her red lips.
Hailey glared and decided it was time to get Venus and Nerissa back for bumping into her on Poseidon’s Island and in the healing wing. She rammed through the middle of them, suppressing a laugh when they stumbled to the ground.
‘I’m going to kill you!’ Venus shrieked, staggering back to her feet. Hailey bit back a laugh, watching her and the twins kick and punch the air around them before Venus let out a frustrated cry. ‘When I find out who you are, you’re dead!’ she yelled before storming up the crystal staircase with the twins.
Hailey snickered and strode through the left archway. She was starting to feel more comfortable about using the wand. Comfortable enough that she decided if it kept behaving itself, she would reinstate its use in getting even with Venus. But right now, she needed to focus on finding the nereids and hope they were stupid enough to be talking about whatever they were planning.
The only problem was Hailey had no idea where their room was. She thought maybe it was near Amathia’s classroom, so she decided heading there was a good place to start.
She paused outside the Ancient History room. Where to now? She had two hallways to choose from. One led towards the stable, and the other she’d never been down before. She decided the latter was a good choice, and snuck down it, continuing to guess her way through a few more hallways until she became completely lost.
Hailey stared at three new hallways, each identical to one another. ‘This is impossible,’ she declared, throwing her arms up.
It was stupid to think she could magically find the nereids’ room by guessing. Now she was stuck in some forbidden part of the palace with no idea how to get back to the entryway. At least she had the wand, so she could zap herself back to her dormitory.
Hailey pulled the wand from her pocket and an idea struck her. ‘I wonder,’ she mused and shrugged, thinking she had nothing to lose. She aimed the wand at the pearl floor. ‘Eidau wat kda kiat nereids.’
Silver sparkling footprints materialised, leading down the middle hallway. Blue skies, Hailey thought, following the footprints. They led her to a mother-of-pearl door in the deepest parts of the palace.
She approached the door with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. Excitement because she’d found the nereids’ room, and apprehension because the nereids were so close. I’m invisible; they can’t see me, she reminded herself, pressing her ear against the cold mother-of-pearl door.
Hailey cursed and stepped back. All she could hear was mumbling. She pointed the wand at the door and whispered, ‘Vkaekatr.’
She leaned her ear against the smooth mother-of-pearl again. This time the nereids’ voices were so clear, it was as if Hailey was standing in the room with them.
‘I don’t feel it a wise plan. I believe we should focus our attention elsewhere. You know he won’t be pleased to learn of this when he returns.’
‘I agree with Nesso. We should find another way.’
‘No, Maera. We must follow through with the plan. It will not be long now.’ Hailey recognised Nemertes’s voice.
‘Are you certain it’s worked?’
‘Yes, Pherusa, they have it. We must be patient while they learn its purpose,’ Nemertes replied calmly.
‘We have been patient for centuries, sister.’
‘I know, Nesaea. But we must wait a few more full moons.’
‘And then what?’ another voice asked.
‘Then we cull the rest, Ligea. Come, let us speak to our sister once more and see if we can sway her towards abolishing this school.’
Hailey backed away from the door and muttered, ‘Gnarkaei,’ flicking the wand at the footprints.
The footprints disappeared as Nemertes, accompanied by five other nereids, slithered into the hallway. Hailey stiffened and squeezed her eyes shut. Please stay invisible. Please stay invisible.
Silence pressed against her, and she imagined Nemertes standing in front of her with the other nereids, each of them wearing matching venomous glares that promised Hailey would never get to tell anyone what she’d heard.
She couldn’t stand the tension anymore. She scrunched one eye open and exhaled a long breath. The nereids weren’t surrounding her. She whirled around in time to see them disappear down another hallway. Seriously, how do they not make sound when they walk?
* * *
‘Learn its purpose? What is that supposed to mean?’ Aaron asked, leaning against Demi’s bed.
Hailey shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea. But I think it’s clear they’re up to something.’
‘Maybe we should tell Amathia,’ Alec suggested.
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘When are you going to stop with the tell-a-teacher stuff? Haven’t we corrupted that goodie-goodie behaviour out of you yet?’
Alec blushed. ‘I just think we tend to get into more trouble when we don’t tell a teacher, that’s all.’
‘We can’t tell a teacher,’ Jayden argued. ‘That would mean admitting we have the wand. We need to work out what they’re up to ourselves.’
‘Jayden’s right,’ Hailey said, feeling pretty certain that Amathia wouldn’t believe she’d “accidentally” overheard the nereids talking. She pulled the wand from her pocket and tossed it to Demi. ‘You’re playing spy tomorrow—but it’s only for spying,’ she added before her best friend could get any ideas, like giving Venus acne.
Demi dropped the wand into her lap and muttered, ‘Killjoy.’
‘I guess you’re right,’ Alec sighed.
Aaron punched him playfully on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Alec, I won’t let the evil nereids get you.’
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June Holidays
Hailey’s eyes flew open. She sucked in a breath and shot up in bed, cursing when she headbutted the person looming over her.
‘Ouch, Hailey.’
‘Vkalike,’ Hailey said, the crystal orb floating beneath the ceiling flaring to life. Demi stood beside her, rubbing her forehead. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise it was you shaking me,’ Hailey said, tentatively touching her own throbbing head.
‘Well, I thought you’d get angry if I woke you up by turning on the light,’ Demi countered, dropping her hand to reveal a red mark above her eyebrow. ‘I’ll remember that’s the safer option next time.’
‘So why’d you wake me up? Did you forget to do your Creative Arts homework again?’
Demi’s face lit up. ‘It’s been a month since we left Killer Island, and it’s midnight. Our neutralising bracelets are off!’
Hailey glanced at Demi’s bracelet-free wrist and then stared down at her own, where her neutralising bracelet dangled loosely. She shook it off, warmth rushing into her fingertips like the stretching beams of a sun.
‘What are you waiting for?’ Demi lingered at the door, staring back at her like Hailey had been touched by a spirit of madness.
Hailey frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ She suddenly noticed that Demi was dressed in shorts and a singlet. ‘Where are you going?’
‘To use my powers. Dah. Come on, hurry up and get dressed.’
Hailey quickly threw some clothes on and trailed Demi downstairs. She drifted into the grounds and froze. She’d never been there at night before, and was shocked to find it looked exactly like it did in her nightmare, with fluorescent coral and sea-anemones casting a pink, blue, green, and purple glow over the grounds. Her eyes darted to the sea, and she relaxed when she saw the palace was above water—no sea-monster would be drowning her tonight.
‘Hailey, why aren’t you blowing some wind around or something? Don’t you want to use your powers?’ Demi stood under a pearl tree that had tripled in size.
Hailey pushed away all thoughts of her nightmare. She gazed at the sky and smiled at the sparkling stars, feeling the cold nip of a breeze against her skin. Only a few clouds were hanging around, which she cast away with a swipe of her hand.
‘Huh. Look what I found in my pocket.’ Demi was clutching a small silk pouch.
‘What is it?’ Hailey asked, moving to get a closer look.
‘It’s the bag I stole from the griffin’s nest. I forgot all about it. Let’s see what’s inside.’ Demi pulled the thin tasselled rope tied around the top of the pouch loose and tipped the bag’s contents into her hand.
Hailey expected something treasurey to fall out—like gold coins or a diamond bracelet. Instead, two gold seeds slipped from the pouch. Hailey frowned. ‘Is that it?’
Demi shook the bag and then tossed it. ‘Guess so.’ She brushed her fingers over the bean-shaped seeds. ‘I bet they grow something magical—like a jewel tree.’
‘Um, Demi, we’re surrounded by jewel trees.’
‘Which we’re not allowed to pick from. But if we had one in our backyards, they’d come in pretty handy.’ She placed a seed on the diamond ground and raised her palm over it.
Hailey leaned forward and waited to see what magical plant would grow.
But the seed remained a seed.
Demi frowned. ‘That’s weird. My powers have never not worked before. They’re probably still messed up from the neutralising bracelet. Let me try again.’ As Demi placed her hand back over the seed, it vanished.
Hailey blinked. ‘Where’d it go?’
‘I don’t know.’ Demi stared at the empty ground. ‘It just… disappeared. Maybe it’ll work this time.’ She bent to put the last seed down, but Hailey stopped her.
‘Don’t waste it. Maybe it’s not meant to be planted in the ground. We should keep it until we know what to do with it.’
‘So you don’t think it was my powers?’ When Hailey shook her head, Demi relaxed and smiled. ‘Good. Because I know I’m one Tartarus of a Demeter, and if this was a normal seed, I’d be able to grow it in a millisecond.’
‘Come on, let’s go back to bed before someone catches us.’
A door creaking open whipped Hailey’s head around, and she ducked to the ground, dragging Demi down with her.
‘Wh—’ Demi began.
Hailey pushed a finger against her own lips and nudged her head behind Demi.
The nereids were gliding their way from the side of the palace towards the grounds’ edge. They were a good twenty yards from where Hailey and Demi crouched behind a pearl tree.
Hailey tilted her head, listening for any titbits of conversation, but the nereids walked in silence, not uttering so much as a syllable before leaping into the sea and disappearing.
‘This is bad,’ Hailey said, keeping her voice low. The nereids sneaking out in the middle of the night was basically the same as them running around screaming, “We’re up to something, and it’ll probably lead to all of you dying.”
‘Should we follow them?’ Demi whispered. ‘I can run and get the wand.’
The wand probably could give them the power to breathe underwater. ‘Yeah, but—’ Hailey tensed again, crouching even lower.
Amathia appeared from the side of the palace, tracing the same path to the grounds’ edge her sisters had. She dove into the sea.
‘Don’t worry about the wand,’ Hailey said, relieved to know Amathia really was keeping an eye on her sisters.
‘Should we tell the boys about this?’
‘Not now. Tomorrow.’ She didn’t think it was something they needed to be woken up for, considering they couldn’t do anything except hope Amathia uncovered whatever diabolical plan the nereids were forming.
* * *
Demi clutched the wand, looking towards her overflowing suitcase on her bed as if contemplating stuffing it inside. ‘Do we really have to leave it behind?’
Hailey zipped up her suitcase and straightened to meet Demi’s petulant eyes. ‘Yes.’ She held her hand out. ‘Give it to me.’
Demi pouted and handed it over.
Hailey buried it under a pile of jeans in her chest of drawers. ‘Trust me, I’d love to take it and use it to help us with whatever horrible punishments our parents plan to give us when we tell them about Killer Island, but I really think we should only use it to spy on the nereids. Which means we won’t have any use for it while we’re back home.’
‘I thought you were over your whole the-wand-is-evil fear.’
‘I am. But if we start using it for other stuff, like tormenting Venus, we’ll increase our chances of getting caught, which would mean the wand would get taken from us.’
‘Hmmm, I guess that does make sense,’ Demi agreed before turning to finish packing her suitcase.
It was true that Hailey had taken the wand off probation. They’d been using it to spy on the nereids for the past six weeks, and Hailey hadn’t received any more violent flashes. She still didn’t like the way the wand’s power rushed into her whenever she touched it, but as long as she stayed in control of her own body when she held it, she couldn’t complain.
But despite the wand’s power, it hadn’t been coming in too handy lately. Aside from the first day Hailey had started spying on the nereids, she hadn’t overheard a single thing of importance. She figured they were probably discussing their plans on their frequent night swims, which was the one place Hailey wouldn’t follow them: A. because swimming in the sea at night freaked her out, and B. because Amathia always tracked the nereids into the water a few minutes later. So Hailey figured it was safe to assume Amathia knew about whatever her sisters were up to at night, and, if it related to killing students, that she’d stop them.
‘Ready to go home?’ Demi plunked her suitcase on the floor.
The June holidays had arrived, which meant Hailey got to go home for three weeks. She couldn’t wait. She was desperate to see her mum again—and to get away from all the palace drama. ‘Yep, I’m ready.’
They fought their way into the common room, where Madam Grayson, who was holding a wooden box that looked like a mini treasure chest, was handing out travelling necklaces.
Hailey joined the line, watching the students in front of her put on a necklace and swirl into a smear of colours before vanishing. She couldn’t decide whether to be excited or anxious about going home. She was dying to see her mum again. But at the same time, she’d have to tell her about Killer Island, which wouldn’t end well—her mum would probably be so mad she wouldn’t talk to her for the entire three weeks.
‘Here you are,’ Madam Grayson said, handing Hailey a gold travelling necklace. ‘Enjoy your holiday.’
Time to face the Fates, Hailey thought, slipping the necklace over her head and closing her eyes.
Her body erupted in tingles as a floating sensation swept through her, making her feel as though she were flying. A few seconds later, her head stilled and she opened her eyes. The common room no longer lingered in front of her, but her familiar blue bedroom.
Hailey leapt onto her neatly made bed and hugged her pillows. She didn’t care that her mattress felt like a table compared to the sea-sponge one at the Academy. All that mattered was she was home; the one place where she didn’t have to worry about what the nereids were up to, or what deadly situation she’d be thrown into next.
She was safe here.
She jumped off her bed when she heard hurried footsteps on the stairs; her mum appeared in the doorframe a second later.
‘Hailey!’ Evonee flew towards her, pulling her daughter into a tight hug. ‘I’ve been so worried.’
Hailey hugged her mum back, inhaling her vanilla and turpentine scent. Tears pricked her eyes, and she hugged her mum tighter, suddenly realising how much she’d missed her.
A minute passed before they broke apart, Evonee’s paint-smeared overalls leaving green, blue, and yellow paint blotches on Hailey’s jeans and jumper. Evonee fixed her gaze on Hailey’s. ‘What happened?’
Hailey gulped. She had no idea how to tell her mum about stealing sea-horses to go to an island, or entering a deadly forest, without completely freaking her out. One thing was for sure: she wasn’t telling her about her run-ins with Scylla, the knoxen, or the griffin, because her mum would never let her out of her sight again if she did, which meant no more Poseidon’s Academy.
‘Maybe you should sit down.’
Evonee bit her lip. ‘I’m not going to like this, am I?’
‘Please sit down,’ Hailey said, her stomach feeling queasier by the second.
Evonee took a deep breath before perching on Hailey’s bed. ‘Okay, tell me.’
‘Please don’t freak out… You see, there was this girl, Kendra, who’s an Artemis. I caught her borrowing one of Poseidon’s sea-horses so she could go to a nearby island and spend time with some animals,’ Hailey explained, deciding to put a big focus on how the whole thing had been a rescue mission and not her going for a joy ride. ‘I tried to stop her, but I couldn’t, and she left. I know I should have gone to a teacher after that, but I was afraid they’d expel Kendra, so I… um… kind of went to Kille—to the island with Demi, Jayden, and some of my other friends to rescue her. And we… ah… lost track of time and had to spend the night there.’ Hailey sped through the last part of the story and leaned away from her mum, anticipating an explosion of anger.
But there wasn’t one.
Hailey frowned at her mum. She’d completely blanched. Her blue eyes were focused on Hailey, but they looked distant, like her mum was somewhere else. Hailey dared to lean back towards her. ‘Mum? Are you okay?’
Evonee continued to stare, unblinkingly, as if her brain had shut down.
‘Mum, I’m sorry for what I did. But I’m all right.’
Evonee didn’t stir.
As much as Hailey appreciated not being yelled at, the silence was worse. It made her uneasy not knowing what her mum was going to do. ‘Please say something.’
A light flicked back on in Evonee and she lurched up. ‘What were you thinking? I can’t believe you would be so stupid as to go to an island. Anything could have happened. You could have been killed!’
‘I’m really sorry, Mum. I should have told a teacher about Kendra leaving. But I felt responsible for letting her go.’
‘That doesn’t make it right, Hailey. I can’t believe you did this.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘Maybe it was a mistake sending you to that school.’
‘No!’ Hailey’s voice was desperate. ‘Please don’t take me out of Poseidon’s Academy. I love it there.’
Yes, the palace came with constant drama, but she couldn’t imagine attending school anywhere else. She’d die of boredom if she was taught Ancient History by a teacher who had only read about it in books. And she couldn’t simply abandon the other students there to the likes of the nereids.
Hailey watched her mum with dreaded anticipation as she paced towards the window, staring out at the rows of houses. She lingered there for a good few minutes before turning back around. ‘I’ll let you go back, but only if you promise never to do anything so stupid again.’
‘I promise.’
Evonee walked back to Hailey and hugged her. ‘You’re so lucky to be alive. Please don’t ever make me worry like that again. You’re all I have left.’
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Jail Break
Hailey materialised outside Demi’s house in a swirl of colours, the floral scent of perfume engulfing her the second she arrived. Red, yellow, pink, and purple tulips bloomed in Demi’s front yard, alongside pansies, snapdragons, chrysanthemums, and periwinkles; and jasmine climbed over the house, almost completely covering up its brick exterior. Hailey pulled off her bronze travelling necklace, tucking it into her jacket pocket, before knocking on the door.
The final verdict on Hailey’s punishment, for almost getting killed, was a two-week grounding. Hailey thought her mum would have grounded her for the rest of her life, so she’d gladly submitted to two weeks of house arrest. Demi, however, hadn’t gotten off so easy and was still grounded, but, thankfully, her mum was letting her have visitors.
‘Hailey,’ Demi’s mum, Nicole, said with a bright smile, opening the door. ‘Come in. I’d hug you, but I can’t let go of Alice or she’ll run out the door.’
‘Another rescue?’ Hailey asked, reaching out to pet the fluffy white bunny tucked in Nicole’s arm.
‘Yes, and she’s settling in just fine with all the other animals—speaking of which, I better go feed the guinea pigs. Demi’s upstairs.’
Hailey made her way up the stairs, a tabby cat skittering away from her as she wandered down the hallway to a door with a hand-written sign reading, Demi’s Room. Keep Out! A snarling minotaur was drawn underneath it, followed by, that means you Annabelle!
Hailey knocked on the door.
‘Come in.’
She pushed into the room, the sweet scent of blooming flowers swarming her. Fuchsias, roses, and wisteria snaked along the walls and hung from the ceiling, and grass grew on the ground in place of carpet, making Demi’s room look like a vibrant garden.
Demi lay on her unmade double bed, watching the small television against the wall, where a news reporter was interviewing someone about the increasing prices of houses.
Hailey frowned. ‘Since when do you watch the news?’
‘Since I got locked in this house and discovered there isn’t much else on in the morning. Now shh, a report on the missing people is coming up.’ She pushed herself into a sitting position and used the TV remote to turn up the volume.
Hailey manoeuvred her way around scattered clothes and books, and plopped down next to Demi.
The screen changed to an anchor woman sitting behind a desk, shuffling papers. ‘Well, there you have it—if you want to afford a house, you need to give up eating smashed avocado,’ the anchor woman said. ‘Now, in other news. Another twenty-three people have gone missing this week from countries including France, Japan, Turkey, and New Zealand. Like the previous people to go missing, no clues have been left to explain what’s happened to them. This brings the total number of people to go missing in the past two months to 182. The police still have no leads on potential suspects, and are advising people not to leave their houses after dark until the parties responsible for the disappearances are apprehended.’
That’s weird, Hailey thought as the anchor woman moved on to a story about twin golden hinds being born at a zoo. She didn’t exactly watch the news, or follow missing-person reports, but something told her that 182 people going missing in a couple of months was a little out of the ordinary.
‘Hey all.’
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron piled into the room.
Jayden shook a packet of sour cream and onion crisps. ‘We brought food.’
‘And drinks,’ Alec added, showing off a 2-litre bottle of imitation ambrosia.
‘Awesome.’ Demi abandoned her bed to join the boys on the grass. Hailey sat down beside her, just under a vine of blooming wisteria that smelled like grapes.
‘So, what were you two watching?’ Aaron asked.
‘The news,’ Hailey said, filling a paper cup with ambrosia and taking a sip of the toffee-apple-tasting liquid.
Jayden cocked an eyebrow. ‘The news? What happened, Dems, did you hit the wrong button?’
Demi scrunched her face up at him. ‘No, Jayden. I was watching the report on those missing people.’
‘Oh, I’ve heard about that,’ Aaron said, pouring ambrosia into his cup. ‘Something like 300 people have gone missing in a month.’
‘It’s the last couple of months, actually,’ Alec corrected, popping open the packet of crisps, the scent of onion drifting up Hailey’s nostrils. ‘And it was 182 the last time I checked—most of which are criminals.’
‘As in prisoners?’ Jayden slurped his ambrosia.
Alec nodded.
‘No, the reporters haven’t said anything about mass prison break outs—the missing people can’t be criminals,’ Demi argued.
Hailey had a hard time believing that too. Prisons weren’t exactly easy places to break out of for a few criminals, let alone almost 200. ‘Whoever told you that is lying.’
‘Well, I overheard my dad telling my mum, and he heard it from my uncle, who’s a police officer in Dublin,’ Alec said, taking a sip of his ambrosia. ‘They’re not going to say that on the news though. They don’t want to create a mass panic by telling the public that criminals are going missing from high security prisons all over the world, especially when they have no leads to find them with, and no idea how they escaped.’
‘How can they not know how they escaped?’ Aaron asked. ‘Are the prison guards really so slow they haven’t found the dugout tunnels yet? I’d think they’d be pretty obvious.’
Jayden threw a crisp at him. ‘You watch too many movies.’
‘There are no holes or any other signs of escape,’ Alec explained. ‘It’s like they just disappeared from their locked cells overnight, which is another reason why they’re not saying prisoners have escaped, because they’re starting to think that maybe they didn’t escape. That maybe something else happened to them.’
The whole conversation made Hailey uneasy. Criminals being on the loose was freaky enough, but it was even worse knowing that they seemed to be disappearing. What’s happening to them?
Has someone with the power of Hermes found a way to break through the power-neutralising barriers that surround the prisons? And if so, why are they breaking out so many criminals?
The only thing that gave Hailey comfort was knowing all prisoners had to wear neutralising bracelets, so if they were on the loose, their powers wouldn’t work.
Demi’s door flung open. ‘Annabelle, get out!’ Demi ordered the freckle-faced girl standing in its frame.
Annabelle smirked, flicking a strand of blonde hair from her face. ‘I’m not in your room, Demi. I’m standing outside.’
‘If you don’t close the door and leave right now, I’m calling mum,’ she threatened.
‘Fine. But here’s a little present before I go.’ A plump red water balloon materialised in her outstretched palm.
Hailey was so impressed by Annabelle’s conjuring skills that it didn’t register with her what was about to happen. The water balloon flew from Annabelle’s hand and exploded on the ground with a pop, water spraying over everyone—even the crisps weren’t spared.
Demi lunged to her feet. ‘You’re dead!’ Annabelle bolted from the doorway. ‘Fine, I’ll kill you later,’ she shouted after her, slamming the door before turning back to everyone, her hair dripping. ‘Sorry about that.’
‘Was that your sister?’ Aaron asked, picking pieces of red balloon out of his drink.
Demi plunked herself back on the damp grass. ‘Unfortunately.’
‘She looks nothing like you,’ Alec remarked, wiping at the water dripping down his face.
‘Um, that’s because we’re not technically blood relatives,’ Demi said, focusing her attention on scooping up pieces of red balloon. ‘My parents, ah, died when I was four. There was a robbery… wrong place, wrong time. My aunt didn’t want me, so she put me up for adoption, and that’s how I ended up here.’ She dropped the balloon pieces into an empty paper cup. ‘Now, can we please talk about something not so morbid, like plotting Venus and the twins’ downfall.’
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Trapped
Hailey found herself trapped in a familiar nightmare.
Demi stared vacantly at the sea, which stretched up in front of her like a wall of fluorescent blue water. Coral and sea-anemones in the gardens around her glowed pink, blue, green, and purple, casting the grounds in a dull light. ‘They’re here now, and they’re getting stronger.’
Hailey gulped and glanced at the sea, seeing nothing but empty water. ‘Who’s here?’
Demi whipped around. ‘You can still stop them.’
The wand appeared in her friend’s hand, its moonstone tip shimmering. Hailey frowned. ‘With the wand?’
‘The wand did this.’
Suddenly, they weren’t alone anymore. Hundreds of adults crowded the grounds, pressing up against Hailey and Demi and the force field. Most wore orange jumpsuits and neutralising bracelets, but some wore casual clothes. The only thing they shared in common was a look of misery, like they’d lost all hope.
Hailey knew instantly they were the missing people and escaped criminals. Why are they at Poseidon’s Academy?
And what do they have to do with the wand? She stared back at Demi. ‘I don’t understand.’
Demi looked at her with such sadness that Hailey wanted to cry for disappointing her. ‘You never do.’ She jumped through the force field.
‘Demi!’ Hailey shrieked, reaching to pull her best friend from the water.
She snatched her hand back as the people crowding the grounds materialised in the sea. They were only in her sight for a second before barbed tentacles wrapped around their legs and dragged them into the darkened depths below, a silent scream etched on each of their faces.
Demi was the only one left untouched, floating before Hailey like a shade. She met Hailey’s eyes and mouthed the words you’re next before she, too, was yanked away.
Hailey woke up, gasping in a breath. It had been so long since she’d had one of those nightmares that she’d thought they were over with. It still felt as if they were trying to tell her something. But what? All she could think was that it had something to do with the nereids. That the dreams were her subconscious’s way of warning her to be careful because they just might set a sea-monster on her or something.
And, honestly, the nereids were really starting to worry her. October was almost here, and she still had no idea what they were up to. Her and her friends’ spying seemed pointless. It was impossible to know when the sisters would be in their room.
Hailey thought it odd that the nereids hadn’t done anything yet, especially when they’d said whatever they were up to would take a few full moons—which Hailey was pretty sure meant months in nymph speak. She liked to think Amathia had worked out what they were up to and foiled their plans before they could do anything. But she wasn’t willing to take that chance and stop spying on them.
She glanced at the clock, which showed her it was 7am. Another ruined sleep-in, she thought with a sigh, rolling out of bed. Well, she might as well use this extra time to visit the stable, she decided, pulling on some clothes before sneaking into the hallway.
She hadn’t been down there since Madam Grayson had made her and her friends clean it out all those months ago. At first she’d avoided going back because she was afraid of getting caught and into more trouble, but then it had been because she was too busy spying and trying to keep up with her school work to think about her hiding spot.
She was making time for it now though. It was the one place where she could forget about everything else going on in her life.
At least that’s what she’d thought until she stepped inside and found the stable empty.
Hailey’s first thought was that Kendra had run off again. No, she wouldn’t be that stupid. And, if she was, she would have taken one horse not eight.
The more plausible theory was that the nereids had taken them for a ride, which meant they could be back at any second, and Hailey figured it could be a great opportunity to learn something about what they’ve been up to. But that would only work if she was invisible, and she’d left the wand in her dorm.
She turned to run back upstairs to get the wand, but paused when she heard a whinny. ‘Rain?’ she called, heading to the end stall on the right and peering over the gate. Rain stared up at her with gold doe eyes. ‘Look how big you are,’ Hailey said, astounded. When they’d brought Rain back, she’d been small enough to fit in her arms, and now she was the size of a pony.
Hailey unlatched the gate and slipped into the stall, clicking the gate closed behind her. She could spare a minute before getting the wand—the nereids probably wouldn’t be back for a little while, at least that’s what she was hoping.
She plopped down on the ground, the dried seaweed on the floor scratching against the back of her legs. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t visited you,’ she told Rain, stroking her gold mane. ‘I’ve been a little busy.’
Rain rubbed her head against Hailey’s shoulder, as if telling her she was forgiven. Hailey smiled and continued stroking her while she told Rain about everything that had happened over the past months.
By the time Hailey finished telling Rain about why she couldn’t sleep, a lot more than a minute had passed. She moved to stand up, freezing when she heard hoof falls approaching.
The nereids!
Hailey dropped back down and listened with a pounding heart as the horses trotted into the stable. Her body screamed at her to flee, but the nereids would catch her if she tried, and she shuddered to think what they’d do to her.
The only thing she could do was sit soundlessly in Rain’s stall until they left.
‘At least Poseidon will be pleased we have taken care of his hippocampi,’ one of the nereids remarked as gates clicked open.
Hooves clopped against the ground.
‘Let’s hope we have expelled these humans for him as well when he returns,’ another said with distaste.
The gates clicked again.
‘Do not fear the plan…’ Nemertes trailed off.
‘What is it?’
‘There is someone here.’
Hailey stiffened. Her hand shot to her jeans pocket, where she expected to find the wand. Medusa! I should have gone back for the wand before visiting Rain, she cursed her stupidity.
Hailey held her breath and prayed to the Tyches that the nereids would assume they were imagining things and leave—or that she’d gain the power to turn invisible.
Rain neighed and the tiny hope Hailey had had of the nereids not peering into her stall vanished with it. Rain might as well have said, ‘The person you’re looking for is in here.’
Hailey glared at her. Traitor. The pegacorn nodded her head, as if trying to tell Hailey something, or maybe she was laughing, thinking this was all a fun game of hide and seek.
‘It’s merely that pegasus-unicorn creature,’ one of the nereids said.
Silence followed.
Hailey didn’t dare move a single muscle or take a breath. She crouched, frozen, waiting for the nereids’ heads to pop over the gate. What would she do if that happened? Run? Scream? Wound anyone even hear her down here?
‘So it is,’ Nemertes finally said. ‘Let’s return to our chamber.’
Hailey’s breath came out in a gush as the stable’s doors closed.
Rain nudged Hailey’s shoulder, and she looked at the pegacorn with as much apology and gratitude as she could muster. ‘I’m sorry I ever doubted you,’ she said, scratching Rain under the chin.
Hailey wanted to run and tell her friends what had happened. But for all she knew, Nemertes and the other nereids were waiting outside to see if anyone had been hiding in the stable after all. Safer to wait ten minutes, she thought.
Besides, she needed to work out what to tell Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron. Nemertes had mentioned Poseidon coming back again. Maybe it was time to tell her friends about that part of the nereids’ plans. She still believed the gods were dead, and that the nereids just hadn’t realised it yet.
But what if she was wrong? What if there was a way to resurrect them? That was something Hailey couldn’t risk. No way would she let the prophecy come true. Her friends needed to know the truth so they could make sure whatever the nereids were planning wouldn’t happen.
Fifteen minutes later, Hailey was sitting on Jayden’s dorm floor with Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron.
‘So what’s this about?’ Demi yawned, leaning her head against Jayden’s desk. Hailey had had to drag her out of bed.
‘The nereids,’ Hailey said. ‘I got trapped in the stable with them.’
Aaron’s eyes widened. ‘Are you okay? Did they hurt you?’
‘They didn’t know I was there. I was in Rain’s stall and they came back from riding the horses. They didn’t say much, but they did mention a plan and getting rid of the students again.’ Hailey paused, wondering if telling her friends about the gods potentially being alive was a good idea, since they’d probably be angry that she’d kept that part of the story a secret. They need to know, just in case it’s true. ‘And there’s something else. They mentioned Poseidon coming back… And it wasn’t the first time they’ve said it either.’
Hailey took a breath. She needed to tell them everything and hope they didn’t hate her for keeping the truth from them. ‘At the beginning of the year, I got sucked into one of Nemertes’s memories. Poseidon was there and he was dying. He told Nemertes that Zeus was going to save the Olympians, but Nemertes needed to find a way to get to Olympus to bring them back when humans were weak enough for them to enslave again.’
No one said anything. They just stared. And stared. And stared.
Jayden cleared his throat. ‘Um, why didn’t you tell us this before?’
‘Because I think the gods are dead. I mean, you have Poseidon’s powers. Demi has Demeter’s, and I have Zeus’s. How would we have Olympian powers if they were still alive? I assumed that Poseidon and the other Olympians died before the plan could work. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to worry you about something I didn’t believe would happen.’
‘Hailey, that wasn’t for you to decide,’ Aaron said, his eyes full of reproach. ‘You should have told us the truth from the start. The nereids being tasked with bringing the gods back is pretty essential information to know.’
Hailey dropped her head, feeling like a terrible friend. ‘I know. I’m really sorry.’
‘So why did you decide to tell us now if you’re so sure they’re dead?’ Jayden asked.
‘I guess I’m not so sure anymore. Maybe they can come back somehow.’
‘You said the gods were dead.’ Demi finally spoke, shooting Jayden an accusatory look. ‘And so did you.’ She transferred her gaze to Alec.
Alec gulped. ‘I… I…’
‘It’s okay.’ Aaron slapped him on the back, cutting off his stuttering. ‘Nothing is definite. I think Hailey is probably right about the gods dying before they could do whatever they were planning. Regardless, we need to amp up our spying. Every chance we get, we need to follow those nereids.’
They moved to the common room after that, before students started trickling out of their dorms and could bust Hailey and Demi in the boys’ dormitories. They were hunched in a corner, trying to work out a spying schedule, when a pile of sapphires landed in the middle of the circle Hailey and her friends had formed. Hailey scowled up at Venus and the twins.
‘What are you doing?’ Aaron demanded.
Venus’s face morphed into horror, and she pointed to the jewels. ‘They’ve stolen sapphires!’ she shouted.
Hailey sprang up. ‘You stole them!’
Madam Grayson charged from the girls’ dormitories. ‘What’s happening out here?’
‘I was walking back to my dorm when I saw them pulling sapphires from their pockets,’ Venus said. ‘See, they’re on the floor—right there.’
‘She’s lying!’ Demi was on her feet now, too, along with Jayden and Aaron. ‘They’re the ones who’ve been stealing.’ She shot Venus and the twins a glare.
Madam Grayson rubbed under her eyes. ‘I’m tired of all this fighting. Just put the sapphires back where they came from.’
Venus gaped. ‘But they stole them. It’s against the Academy’s rules.’
‘We didn’t stea—’ Hailey began.
‘Enough,’ Madam Grayson snapped. ‘Hailey, would you please put the jewels back. And if there’s any more fighting between any of you, I’ll have no choice but to give everyone a detention and make you sort your issues out there.’
Venus continued to gape as Madam Grayson marched back into the girls’ dormitories.
‘Is that all you’ve got?’ Aaron asked her acidly.
Venus glared. ‘No, I’ve got plenty more in stock for you,’ she hissed before stalking off with the twins.
Alec snatched a sapphire and stood up. ‘She makes me so mad,’ he said, clenching his hands into fists.
The tinkling sound of something shattering had Hailey scanning the common room for the cause. Her gaze focused back on Alec who opened his hand, revealing a pile of blue dust.
Jayden cocked an eyebrow. ‘What’s that?’
Alec stared at the dust with wide eyes. ‘I think… I think…’
‘Well, spit it out,’ Demi prompted.
He looked completely dumbfounded. ‘I think I crushed the sapphire.’
Aaron scoffed. ‘No one can crush a jewel with their bare hands, especially when they’ve got twigs for arms. They must be fakes.’ He picked up a sapphire and clenched his fist around it until his face turned red, but the sapphire didn’t so much as crack. He looked at Alec, dubious. ‘How’d you do that?’
‘I don’t know.’
The memory of Alec catching Kendra when she fell off the cliff flashed into Hailey’s mind. She remembered thinking that Kendra should have crushed him, but he’d been unharmed. Comprehension hit her. ‘Alec, I think you’ve got a new power.’
He scratched his head. ‘What do you mean?’
‘It looks like you’ve got a bit of Heracles in you,’ she told him, smiling at the stunned look on his face. ‘It explains how you were able to catch Kendra when she fell.’
Alec stared at the dust in his hand like it held a great secret. ‘I can’t be a Heracles. I’m an Other, and strength is hardly an expansion of my powers to pass through things.’
‘I think Hailey’s right.’ Jayden rubbed his chin, thoughtful. ‘Madam Norwood said it’s possible to have more than one power, and that a second power might not show up until years later.’
‘Yeah, she did,’ Demi said. ‘And she also said powers usually expand when we need them the most—and you really needed super strength to save Kendra.’
Alec’s hands dropped, the blue dust scattering to the floor. ‘I can’t believe I’ve got a god power.’
Aaron crossed his arms. ‘How is it fair that he gets super strength? He can’t even do one chin-up. If anyone should be a Heracles, it’s me—I’m always working out,’ he huffed.
A moment of silence passed before everyone burst out laughing, realising the irony of Alec’s new power.
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Revelations
One month later. Hailey sat at a desk in the common room, attempting to commit her Monsters and Creatures of the World textbook to memory so she could pass the approaching end-of-year exams. She flipped the page, smiling when she saw the entry on griffins. Finally, she thought, something I already know and don’t have to bother studying. Hailey snapped the book closed. Break time. She packed up her things and headed into the grounds, which were packed with students hunching over notebooks and textbooks.
Hailey found Demi and Jayden sitting under a seaweed tree, which had little seashell flowers blossoming on it, surrounded by textbooks. ‘No Aaron yet?’ she asked, toeing away a few books before settling on the diamond floor; a school of rainbow fish darted around beneath her.
‘Not yet,’ Jayden said, rubbing the back of his neck.
Hailey took his lack of appearance as a good sign. It was his turn to spy on the nereids, and he’d been gone for a few hours now, which she hoped meant he was learning something.
Hailey and her friends had spent the past month spying on the nereids constantly—except for when they were in class—they even took turns spying on them at night. But so far it had all been pointless. The nereids spent most of their time in the sea, and when they were in the palace, they didn’t mention anything about Poseidon or killing students.
A book slammed shut. ‘That’s it. I can’t do it anymore.’ Demi pressed her fingertips to her temples. ‘My head is going to explode if I have to read one more paragraph about the characteristics of a hydra. I mean how does me being able to tell if a hydra is male or female from the shape of its frills help me? It doesn’t. Male or female, a hydra is always going to try and kill me. And what’s the deal with—’
‘Aaron,’ Hailey said, cutting off Demi’s rant, spotting him striding towards them from the palace. ‘So?’ she prompted when he plunked himself beside her.
‘So they were in their room, and spent three hours talking about which fish scales make your hair gleam more. And I’m not exaggerating. Three hours!’ He pulled the wand from his track pants and tossed it into Jayden’s lap. ‘Tag, you’re it.’
Hailey’s heart sank. This isn’t good. If they didn’t find out what the nereids were up to soon, everyone could end up dead. Of course there was always the chance Amathia had foiled her sisters’ plans already—Hailey really hoped that was true, and that some sea-urchin bomb didn’t blow her and everyone else up three days from now.
A mountain of books dropped in front of her, snapping her from her thoughts.
‘I found some books that expand on the information in our textbooks,’ Alec said, sitting down.
Demi’s mouth fell open. ‘You can’t be serious.’
‘Yeah, Alec, that’s kind of overkill,’ Jayden agreed.
Hailey was about to tell Alec he was taking studying a bit too seriously—they were only supposed to learn the stuff in their textbooks after all—but got distracted by the newspaper perched on top of the books.
She was vaguely aware of Alec diving into a lecture about how important doing well on the end-of-year exams was, and that a bit of extra reading could only help in their studying. But her main attention was on the paper’s headline: “Erinyes Back in Business”.
Hailey picked up the paper and started reading.
The Erinyes, who were believed to have died along with the gods, have been sighted in Sussex. Abigail Norris was bringing her husband, Joseph Norris, a cup of tea when she walked into the living room to find what she believed to be an Erinys grabbing him by the neck. She described the Erinys as looking like a rabid woman wearing a tattered red dress. Mrs Norris claimed the Erinys snarled at her before dematerialising with her husband.
The police have denied all claims that the Erinyes are involved in Mr Norris’s disappearance, instead claiming the person who kidnapped him was an Inbetweener with the power to dematerialise. This raises the question of whether this so-called woman—or Erinys—is involved in the other 717 disappearances. But this is a question the police have refused to comment on.
The paper slid from Hailey’s hands. She’d learned enough about the Erinyes in Monsters and Creatures to know they were spirits of vengeance and retribution. They’d lived in the Underworld with Hades, the god of the dead, and their job had been to bring criminals to Tartarus so they could be punished for their crimes.
It all made sense to Hailey now—what had happened to the missing people. The majority of them were criminals—ideal targets for the Erinyes. And the other people who’d been taken were obviously guilty of something, they just hadn’t been convicted…
But if the Erinyes didn’t die with the other gods, where have they been for the last sixteen centuries? And why have they chosen now to come back?
Hailey’s dream surged into her mind. The missing people had been standing in the grounds, and Demi had been holding the wand saying it did this.
Hailey’s breath caught. ‘It was us! We brought back the Erinyes!’
‘What are you talking about, Hailey?’ Demi asked, but Hailey didn’t hear her.
People started disappearing seven months ago, around the time they found the wand. The spell they’d read hadn’t been written to restore the wand’s magic; it had been written to wake up the Erinyes.
Hailey’s stomach clenched, and she swallowed down the urge to vomit. She and her friends had released the Erinyes. The Erinyes that had kidnapped a bunch of people, who they were probably torturing. She hated herself for not taking the wand to Amathia.
But even now, when she knew the truth, an urge to protect the wand remained, and the very thought of turning it over to Amathia made her ball her fists up in protest.
‘Hailey?’ Jayden nudged her. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘The paper,’ was all she could say.
Demi frowned, picking up the fallen newspaper; the boys leaned forward to read it. Jayden, Alec, and Aaron paled as they finished the article.
Demi laughed. ‘You can’t believe this.’ She tossed the paper aside. ‘It’s just a crazy person trying to get ten seconds of fame by making up a story about the Erinyes.’
‘But it explains so much,’ Alec contradicted. ‘How else could so many criminals escape without leaving a trace of how they did it?’
Demi’s carefree look faltered. ‘Even if it is the Erinyes—and I’m not saying it is—why have they decided to show up now?’
Hailey found her voice. ‘We woke them up.’
Demi raised an eyebrow. ‘We woke them up? Are you sure you’re feeling okay, Hails?’
‘She’s right.’ Alec’s voice was barely above a whisper. ‘It was the wand.’
‘But how—’Aaron started to ask.
‘The spell!’ Jayden gasped.
Demi shook her head. ‘No. We didn’t do this. We couldn’t have.’ She looked at the four of them with pleading eyes, begging them to agree that it wasn’t their fault.
More than anything, Hailey wanted to tell her they were only joking. But that would be a lie. They were responsible for the missing people—they might as well have kidnapped them themselves—which meant they were responsible for making things right.
Hailey sprang up. ‘We have to fix this.’ She dashed towards the palace, ignoring Demi’s protests that it couldn’t be their fault.
Once again, her stupid decision to go after Kendra haunted her. If Hailey had been smart and told a teacher instead of running off, she and her friends wouldn’t have ended up in the griffin’s nest and found the wand. Then Alec never would have read the spell, and Hailey wouldn’t be about to do the dumbest and most dangerous thing she could imagine.
‘Hailey, where are we going?’ Jayden asked from behind her.
She didn’t answer. She ran into the palace and up the stairs to their common room, charging through it.
She didn’t stop until she reached the girls’ dormitories, and that was only because Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo were blocking the hallway. ‘Get out of my way!’ Hailey ordered them.
Venus surveyed Jayden, Alec, and Aaron standing with Demi behind Hailey; a smile tweaked her lips. ‘Boys aren’t allowed in here, are they, girls?’
‘Oh, no,’ Nerissa said, shaking her head with derisive deplore.
‘Definitely not,’ Cleo agreed, clucking her tongue.
‘I’m afraid I’ll have to report this.’
Hailey punched Venus in her perfect nose.
The pain that shot through her hand didn’t even register. She shoved a howling Venus into the shocked twins, clearing a path, and fought through the chaos that erupted in the hallway as studying students poured from their dorms to see what all the screaming was about.
‘What the Tartarus was that?’ Jayden demanded as the five of them slipped into Hailey and Demi’s dorm.
‘You punched Venus! Seriously punched her!’ Demi said, looking so shocked her eyes were practically popping out of her head.
On any other day, Hailey would have been feeling more satisfied than she’d ever felt in her life with what she’d done. Of course, on any other day, she never would have risked the consequences of punching Venus.
But none of that mattered right now. All Hailey knew was that she needed to stop the Erinyes and save the people they were torturing. ‘I had to. She was wasting time.’
‘Um, shouldn’t we be telling Amathia about the Erinyes instead of hiding out in your dorm?’ Alec asked.
Telling Amathia was definitely the smart thing to do, but Hailey couldn’t. If she told Amathia, then she’d probably gather up a few teachers and use the wand to take them to the Underworld to stop the Erinyes. Hailey couldn’t allow that, because the Erinyes weren’t exactly known for having a passive nature and would likely kill anyone who tried to fight them, or, at the very least, imprison them.
Hailey refused to risk anyone else’s life when everything that was happening was her fault. She was responsible for fixing it, no matter the consequences. ‘I’m going after the Erinyes,’ she told Alec, striding to her chest of drawers and clawing through the bottom drawer, tossing aside jeans and shorts.
‘What?!’ Alec exclaimed. ‘You can’t. You don’t know how to fight the Erinyes.’
Hailey yanked the wand from her drawer, staring spitefully at the object that had caused so much trouble. She twisted back to her friends and said, ‘The wand woke them up. It can put them back to sleep.’ At least that’s what she was counting on, and if the wand had been powerful enough to wake up three gods, then it had to be powerful enough to take Hailey to the Underworld. ‘I don’t expect any of you to come with me,’ she added, seeing the looks on her friends’ faces, which ranged from shocked to utterly horrified.
Alec shook his head. ‘No, Hailey. It’s too dangerous. And we promised Amathia we would never do anything like this again.’
Hailey hadn’t forgotten her promise to Amathia, or her mum, about never stupidly risking her life again. Sometimes promises have to be broken. And besides, she had the wand. It might have caused this whole mess, but it would keep her safe, so what she was about to do wasn’t really that dangerous when you thought about it.
‘Hailey’s right,’ Aaron said. ‘We’re responsible for this. It’s our job to save those people and stop the Erinyes. I’m coming with you.’ He moved to her side.
‘Well, I’m not letting you two have all the fun,’ Demi said, joining them. She’d obviously realised that the paper had been telling the truth about the Erinyes. ‘It’ll be pretty cool visiting another one of the gods’ undiscovered hideouts—I never even thought of using the wand to find the gods’ lairs.’
Much to Hailey’s surprise, Alec stepped forward. ‘If this is anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I read the spell. And you’re right, we can’t endanger others for our own mistake.’
Everyone looked at Jayden, who shrugged nonchalantly. ‘What the Tartarus, I’ll come too—it beats studying.’
Hailey wasn’t fussed on putting her friends at risk by letting them go with her, but, in truth, she didn’t want to go alone. The Underworld was a buried place shrouded in horrific tales of gloom and misery.
Even with the wand and its magic flowing through her, Hailey was petrified. She didn’t know what would happen once she broke into the Underworld and came face to face with the Erinyes.
‘IT WAS HAILEY!’
It wasn’t hard to work out Venus was the one screaming in the hallway, and judging by her words, it appeared the commotion in the girls’ dormitories had finally caught Madam Grayson’s attention.
‘Time to go.’ Hailey whirled the wand around her and her friends. ‘Kda kiat Underworld.’ The wand’s moonstone tip glowed.
One moment Hailey was floating.
The next she was sinking.
Water that smelled of sewage wrapped around her, its burning warmth stinging her eyes and flooding her lungs.
She kicked her legs, coughing and spluttering when her head found the surface.
She coughed out the last of the foul water and gazed around, trying to work out where she was. But it was completely dark. The only thing she could make out was the high rock tunnel the current was dragging her through.
‘Did anyone bring a torch?’
Hailey squinted in the direction Aaron’s voice had come from; she could barely make out his silhouette. ‘Hang on. I’ll use the wa–’ A wave dunked Hailey, another slamming her against the rock wall as the water frothed into a rage.
She clawed her way back to the surface, only to be dunked again. She felt like a ragdoll being pulled between two quarrelling children as the waves tossed her from side to side.
Hailey braced herself to be smacked into the rock wall a second time, but the water suddenly calmed as it emptied into a circular cavern lit with flaming torches. She glanced up and cringed at the towering ceiling, where rocks hung like icicles, waiting to slice through the air and burrow into anyone unfortunate enough to be floating below.
She tore her gaze from the daunting ceiling and spotted a rotting dock at the end of the river. Land! She began swimming towards it and then stopped.
What’s the point?
Without the wand there’s no hope. The Erinyes would kill her and her friends, and it would be her fault, because she woke the creatures up. And she dragged her friends to the Underworld.
She was nothing but a disappointment: the most useless and inept Zeus who had ever lived. The world would be a better place without her to make a mess of things.
With that thought, Hailey slipped beneath the water.
Deeper and deeper she sank, her melancholy growing as she imagined her friends drowning around her because of her mistakes. Her lungs screamed for air, forcing her to inhale the burning water dragging her down.
Everything blurred.
Her eyelids grew heavy and she faded away.
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The Underworld
Hailey felt as though she was rising, moving towards whatever afterlife existed as the heavy sadness that pushed against her chest lifted.
Pain erupted in her body, dragging her mind back. Her eyes flew open. She wasn’t in the water anymore. She was lying near the dock. Hailey was so grateful to be alive, she could have kissed its rotting wood, but she was too busy coughing up water.
She inhaled deep glorious breaths of air, ignoring the scratchiness in her throat. Once her lungs stopped burning, she sat up and smiled in relief, finding her friends sitting on the dirt around her.
‘Sorry it took me so long to use my powers,’ Jayden said, wringing out his jacket.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Aaron told him, his voice hoarse. ‘We’re alive, and that’s what matters.’
Hailey glanced at the dark water and shivered, remembering the gloom that had pressed against her and dragged her under. ‘Did anyone else suddenly get really depressed when they were in there?’
Demi pulled her drenched green jacket closer around her. ‘Yeah, that’s why I stopped swimming. It seemed pointless.’
‘That’s why I didn’t use my powers at first,’ Jayden said. ‘I didn’t feel like there was a point in saving us. But when I was about to die, my instincts kicked in.’ He shrugged. ‘And here we are—alive.’
Alec climbed to his feet, water dripping from his clothes to the muddy ground. ‘That’s what Acheron does to you, it causes depression—the river we were just in,’ he added when everyone stared at him blankly.
‘The river of woe,’ Hailey said, remembering Amathia mentioning it in class.
It was the river you had to cross to get into the Underworld, which made the cavern they were in the entrance. She stood up and frowned. She hadn’t had a clear image of what the Underworld’s entrance would look like, but she definitely thought it would look a little more foreboding than the arching tunnel in front of her.
The tunnel was high enough that a giant could have walked through it without having to duck too low, but other than that, it was your average tunnel, having jagged rock walls and a hard-packed dirt floor. There were no cobwebs, skeletons, or rats from what Hailey could see.
Demi shuffled to Hailey’s side. ‘I expected something a little more… creepy,’ she said in a voice tinged with disappointment.
‘I thought Cerberus was meant to guard the entrance,’ Jayden remarked, peering down the dark tunnel.
‘It’s been almost twenty centuries since the gods died.’ Alec raked a hand through his wet hair. ‘I don’t think monsters live that long.’
‘Well, just in case you’re wrong, I’ll have the wand ready,’ Hailey said, her grip tightening around it. As long as she had it, they’d be safe—at least that’s what she was hoping.
‘Um, would you mind using it to dry us off?’ Demi asked, trying to brush off the dirt clinging to her wet clothes, but only managing to turn it to mud.
Water dripped from the wand’s moonstone tip as Hailey spun the wand around her and her friends and said, ‘Aom. Svatr.’ Her soaked clothes burned with warmth, like she was sitting in front of a crackling fire, and were dry within two seconds—even the putrid smell of the Acheron River evaporated, leaving her and everyone else smelling like clothes fresh out of the dryer.
‘Let’s get this over with,’ Aaron said, marching into the tunnel.
Hailey followed behind him, the wand raised, ready to shoot a sleeping spell at anything that moved. She wrinkled her nose against the rotten-eggs smell that seemed to be getting stronger the further down the tunnel she crept. She wondered what would be waiting for them on the other side. She hoped it would be the Erinyes with their backs turned. That’d make things easy. All she’d have to do was flick the wand, and they’d be asleep before they’d even whirled around.
The last of the dim light feeding into the tunnel from the entrance ebbed, casting them into darkness. Hailey was tempted to use the wand to light the way, but didn’t want to risk alerting their presence to anyone—or anything.
‘I think we’re almost at the tunnel’s end,’ Aaron whispered back to them.
Hailey peeked past him; a faint flickering light was coming from somewhere ahead, revealing that the tunnel veered to the right a few yards down. Her fingertips tingled, but she didn’t need their warning to know there was danger waiting for them.
Keeping the wand held out, she vigilantly followed Aaron towards the light. When she reached it, she sucked in a deep breath and turned the corner, preparing to enter the Underworld.
Ice swarmed through her veins as her legs froze in place and she silently screamed, realising that what she’d walked through hadn’t been the entrance to the Underworld, but its pre-entrance.
The true entrance loomed in front of her now, lit with flaming torches, and it became alarmingly obvious that Alec had been wrong about Cerberus being dead.
She’d grown up hearing stories about the monster who guarded the Underworld’s entrance. It had been described as a three-headed dog. She’d always imagined it as a snarling pit-bull with two extra heads—something more frightening than blood-freezing petrifying.
But now that she was standing in front of the primeval monster, she realised that whoever had used “dog” as an adjective to describe it had clearly been blind, because it was nothing like a dog.
Its four legs were double the height of Hailey, and its three monstrous heads glowered down at her with burning red eyes. Strings of drool dripped from its snarling mouths, sizzling on the ground.
A guttural growl rumbled inside the beast’s throats, and it took a step towards them.
‘Use the wand, Hailey!’ Jayden shouted.
‘Quickly!’ Aaron barked, raising his hands to hold Cerberus back with his force field.
Hailey forced her arm to unfreeze and aimed the wand with a trembling hand.
‘Wait!’ Alec cried, darting in front of her.
Hailey’s hand faltered. She stared at Alec with wide eyes, too shocked to form words. Does he want Cerberus to eat him?
‘Alec, what are you doing?’ Demi gaped. ‘Get back!’
Despite having a giant three-headed monster breathing down his neck, Alec appeared the picture of calmness. ‘It’s okay,’ he told them. ‘Cerberus only attacks if you try to leave the Underworld. It won’t hurt us if we’re walking into the Underworld.’
‘Alec, STOP!’ Aaron yelled as Alec skirted around his force field.
Alec ignored him and marched beneath Cerberus. He paused halfway under the monster and stared back at them. ‘See.’
Hailey waited for Cerberus to crush Alec with one of its paws. But the monster didn’t appear to even notice he was standing under it, with its burning eyes remaining fixed on Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Aaron.
‘Incredible.’ Demi reached out a hand like she was about to pet the beast.
‘Don’t.’ Aaron’s eyes screamed with admonishment, and Demi pulled her hand back. ‘It might be waiting for us to let our guard down before it attacks. Now get back here, Alec, so Hailey can use the wand.’
Alec didn’t move. ‘No. We don’t know what using the wand on Cerberus could do. It might alert the Erinyes. I promise it’s safe to walk past it.’
Hailey had to admit Alec had a point. There could be some weird magic down here that’d let the Erinyes know if anything happened to their guard dog. Plus, Cerberus wasn’t really doing anything but growling and staring at them—he hadn’t even attacked Aaron’s force field yet.
‘Alec might be right,’ Jayden said. ‘I think we should hold off on using the wand.’
Aaron shook his head, ready to keep protesting.
Hailey put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Come on, Aaron. You’ve known Alec the longest. Has he ever been wrong about anything?’
A long silence ensued. ‘No,’ Aaron finally said. His hands dropped to his sides, lowering his force field.
‘Just make sure you don’t get any drool on you—it’s poisonous,’ Alec warned.
Of course it is.
This is insane, Hailey thought, edging forward with her friends. Her eyes stayed locked on Cerberus as she inched her way towards Alec, ready to use the wand if the monster decided there was too much movement going on for its likings.
But the most Cerberus did was growl.
Hailey sidestepped its drool, which smoked and sizzled on the dirt like burning oil, and reached Alec. Heat poured from the monster’s body over Hailey, and she pressed a hand to her nose to block out the beast’s putrid rotten-eggs scent.
‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Alec asked her. ‘Because once we go into the Underworld, there won’t be any turning back.’
No was what she wanted to say. She was scared out of her mind already, and they weren’t even in the Underworld yet. But she couldn’t afford to be a coward now. ‘Yes,’ she told Alec. ‘We’re going to fix this ourselves.’
Hailey dodged Cerberus’s powerful tail and darted to the black iron gates he was guarding, which towered a hundred-feet high. Her friends gathered around her as the gates creaked open, revealing another cavern circled with flaming torches.
The iron gates slammed shut behind them the second they stepped through. Hailey gulped. There really was no going back now. They were prisoners of the Underworld, more or less. But she promised herself it wouldn’t be for long.
This cavern had two tunnels. The one on the right was dimly lit by torches that cast a foreboding glow on the ground, which was piled with layers of decaying bones—human bones, Hailey realised with a gulp, trying not to look at the skulls and their empty eye sockets.
The other tunnel looked entirely out of place. A bright light poured from it like sunshine, illuminating the glistening flowers growing over its walls, and the lustrous green grass on the ground.
Hailey veered towards it, enraptured to see what magical place lay on the other side. A hand on her shoulder stopped her.
Jayden shook his head. ‘We’re not going down that one—it’s the Elysian Fields.’ He nudged his head towards the other tunnel. ‘The Erinyes will be in Tartarus.’
Hailey gazed back at the enchanting tunnel, desiring to enter it even more now. The Elysian Fields were said to be pure paradise: a place designed by Hades to reward dedicated humans for their worshipping of the gods so that they could live out the rest of their lives in luxury. She wanted to see inside, to see what luxury meant. Pegasi for transportation? A room that conjures anything you want—like a dessert buffet?
Demi was already at the entrance. ‘We could just take a peek,’ she suggested, touching a bud on the wall, which blossomed into a bright blue flower that smelled like fruit tingles and had petals that sparkled like diamonds.
‘No,’ Aaron said firmly. ‘People are being tortured in that tunnel’—he pointed to the one on the right—‘because of us. We’re not taking any detours.’
Demi turned away from the flower. ‘Okay. First we’ll save everyone, and then we’ll come back and take a peek.’
‘Come on, Alec.’ Aaron grabbed his arm and yanked him away from the tunnel. ‘I’m sure you’ll find Tartarus just as fascinating as the Elysian Fields.’
Bile rose in Hailey’s throat as she gazed at the decaying bones and thought of the thousands of people who’d died here. She took some relief in the fact that the bones looked ancient—all yellow and crumbling to dust—which meant, she hoped, no one had died since the Erinyes had reopened the Underworld. It was bad enough knowing people were being tortured because of her, but she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anyone had been killed.
‘We can’t walk over them.’ Demi recoiled beside her. ‘Those are people.’
‘Not anymore,’ Aaron countered, a tone of sorrow in his voice. ‘Now they’re just bones.’ As if to reiterate his point, he stepped into the tunnel, cracking a skull beneath his foot.
Demi looked horrified, as if Aaron had gleefully stomped on someone’s head.
Jayden wrapped an arm around her. ‘I know this is awful. But if it helps, you can think of them as sticks.’
‘Sticks,’ Demi said. ‘They’re just sticks—that look a lot like bones.’ She closed her eyes for a second, and when she opened them, her features hardened. ‘Come on, let’s stop standing around and save some people so we can come back and check out the Elysian Fields.’
Gripping the wand tightly, Hailey edged into the tunnel with her friends. Her other hand was ready to clasp over her mouth, but the tunnel smelled of mustiness rather than rotting flesh. Even so, she couldn’t hold back the waves of nausea that washed over her as bones cracked and crumbled beneath her shoes, sending bone dust scattering into the air. She tried to think of the bones as sticks, as Jayden had suggested, but it wasn’t working.
With every fibula, tibia, and ribcage she crushed, Hailey couldn’t help but think of the person it had belonged to. Maybe the hand she’d just pulverised had belonged to someone the same age as her who’d stolen a measly piece of bread and been thrown in here by the Erinyes as punishment.
‘Hailey, get ready.’
Aaron’s voice snapped her back to reality. She braced herself for unthinkable horrors as she neared the end of the tunnel. She imagined people screaming in hunger and thirst, while others wreathed on the ground in pain and insanity.
What she didn’t expect was what she found.
Forty feet below her was a colossal circular pit crowded by hundreds of people, most of them wearing jumpsuits. Dirt and mud caked their skin and clothes, and the reek of body odour hung heavy in the air.
They appeared to be separated into three groups. One group bordered the pit’s walls, swinging pickaxes at the rock, which glittered with a plethora of buried jewels and metals. A second group lumbered around with squeaking mine carts, collecting the hunks of rock mined by the first group. And a third group stood at a long table, chiselling away at the rocks brought to them by the second group, freeing rubies, diamonds, gold, silver, and many other precious stones, polishing them until they sparkled in the flickering flames from the torches lighting the pit.
From what Hailey could see, no one was being tortured. That’s a good thing. Another good thing was that she and her friends stood on a ledge above the pit, which meant they had a better view to find the Erinyes.
Hailey assumed they’d automatically stick out among the crowd, but she was having a hard time spotting even one. And the pit had about twenty tunnels carved into its walls. What if the Erinyes are through one of them? Hailey shuddered, not wanting to think about what horrors the tunnels might lead to.
‘I see one.’
‘Where?’ Hailey asked Jayden.
‘Over there… Hey, where’d she go?’
‘Trespassing is a crime.’
Hands rammed into Hailey’s back, shoving her off the ledge.
She screamed, arms flailing wildly as the ground soared towards her.
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Tartarus
Hailey squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for bone-shattering pain.
None come.
Tentatively, she opened her eyes, inhaling sharply. The ground was inches from her face, and she hovered above it as if she’d suddenly gained the ability to levitate. Her friends were suspended around her, and judging by the stunned look on Aaron’s face, he hadn’t used his force field to break their fall.
They floated above the ground a few more seconds before dropping. Hailey shot to her feet and pointed the wand at the Erinys leering down at her. The creature dove from the ledge, her tattered red dress flowing out as she extended her long black nails like talons and aimed for Hailey.
‘NNAST!’ Hailey shouted.
A shrill cry like a screeching hawk rang from the Erinys’s cracked lips as she soared backwards and slammed against the ledge, a few rocks shaking loose and pelting against the ground. Hailey advanced, preparing to finish her off when someone shoved her aside, sending her toppling to the dirt.
She lifted her head in time to see an Erinys tackle Aaron, swiping at him with her talons. Aaron roared in pain.
‘Get off him!’ Demi launched at the Erinys, only to get backhanded and sent flying into a group of people who’d abandoned their work to stare at the commotion.
Jayden sprinted to Demi’s crumpled body just as another Erinys soared towards Alec. Hailey aimed the wand. ‘Evat—’ Scorching flames erupted in her head—at least that’s what it felt like—and the wand slipped from her hand.
The flames intensified, making her feel like her head was about to melt, and she screamed. Then something even worse happened: she plunged into the memory of her dad dying.
The memory pressed against her chest, making it impossible to breathe. My fault. All my fault. He’s dead because of me.
‘Hailey!’ She was dimly aware of her friends calling her name before their screams joined hers.
Hailey dug her nails into her head, trying to banish the memory back to the dark part of her mind it had escaped from. But it wouldn’t go away. She watched her dad die over and over again. ‘I’m sorry,’ she cried, feeling warm blood trickle down her face as her nails broke skin.
She couldn’t bear it anymore. She screamed louder than she’d ever screamed in her life, praying she’d pass out.
The pain vanished, taking the memory of her dad dying with it.
Slowly, Hailey’s surroundings swirled back into focus and she regained her breath. Jayden cradled an unconscious Demi, and a few feet away knelt Alec, looking as though he was about to throw up. Aaron looked just as pale, but he was on his feet, his palms raised at the Erinyes, who snarled and bared their pointed teeth.
Thank the Tyches the Erinyes’ torturous powers have a weakness when it comes to force fields, Hailey thought, forcing her body upright. ‘Is Demi okay?’
Jayden nodded. ‘Yeah, just knocked out.’
She grimaced when she saw the claw marks on Aaron’s face. Claw marks that would have been her own if he hadn’t shoved her out of the way. Sweat trickled from his brow. ‘I can’t hold them back much longer. They’re too powerful.’
‘It’s time to end this.’
‘No, Jayden!’
Hailey whipped around in time to see Jayden pick up the wand, and Alec lunging forward to stop him.
But he was too slow.
‘Evatatz,’ Jayden shouted, aiming for the Erinyes.
At first Hailey didn’t know why Alec had tried to stop him, but she soon understood. Aaron’s force field became visible, rippling like water. And then Jayden collapsed—the spell ricocheted!
Hailey reached to grab him too late, shouting his name as his head cracked against the ground. She collapsed to her knees beside him, trying to shake him awake.
‘My force field is weakening,’ Aaron warned in a strained voice, his hands dropping a few inches. ‘If you’re planning to do something, do it now!’
Alec grabbed the wand before Hailey could. ‘Unatat,’ he said, pointing it at Jayden.
Jayden’s eyes flicked open. ‘You’re okay,’ Hailey said with a sigh. She turned to ask Alec to wake Demi up, too, but he was already using his powers to step through Aaron’s force field. Before he could open his mouth, the Erinyes’ crimson eyes pinned him.
Alec froze for a second, and then crumpled to his knees, screaming.
The agony in his cries pierced Hailey, making her want to scream too. She couldn’t let this go on any longer. Aaron’s force field collapsed, and she vaulted forward, her fingers curling around the wand as she hit the ground. ‘EVATATZ!’ she yelled, swishing the wand at the Erinyes before they had a chance to use their powers on her again.
The Erinyes’ eyes rolled into the backs of their heads, and they collapsed into a pile. Hailey stared at them, waiting to see if they’d get back up.
But they stayed lifeless on the ground.
‘You’ve doomed us all!’ someone shrieked. Hailey had been so busy fighting the Erinyes, she’d forgotten about the hundreds of people circled around her. A woman wearing a tattered orange jumpsuit gazed at the Erinyes in horror. ‘You have no idea what you’ve done.’ She turned back to the other prisoners, who shared her look of terror. ‘Get back to work and maybe they’ll spare us.’
The prisoners separated, scurrying back to what they’d been doing before Hailey and her friends had caused a scene.
Aaron scratched his head. ‘What are they doing?’
‘I don’t think they understand the Erinyes aren’t going to wake up,’ Alec replied, stumbling towards them.
Hailey climbed to her feet. ‘They’re not going to get up,’ she called out, trying to speak over the din of hammering. ‘We came here to take you back home—or, for some of you, prison.’ She thought it wise to add that last bit in case any of the real prisoners thought they didn’t have to return to jail.
Not one person acknowledged that she’d spoken; they continued to work, not daring to look back at Hailey and her friends.
‘We said we’re taking you home.’ Jayden was greeted with the same disregard as Hailey.
‘I’ve had enough of this.’ Aaron marched over to a man dragging a cart of sparkling rocks. He grabbed him by the arm. ‘Come with us, you don’t have to mine anymore.’
The man shoved Aaron, sending him toppling to the ground before continuing on with his cart.
This is ridiculous. Hailey didn’t see them getting back to the Academy anytime soon if everyone continued ignoring them. How do you convince someone they’re free if they won’t listen to you?
As if reading her mind Jayden said, ‘I don’t think we need their consent. Just tell the wand to take them back to where they came from.’
‘Good thinking.’ Hailey raised the wand and said, ‘Oatkut—’
‘WHAT IS HAPPENING HERE?!’
The prisoners dropped to their knees, bowing their heads towards two people standing in front of the tunnel directly across from the ledge the Erinys had shoved Hailey off.
The two figures disappeared in a swirl of black mist and flowers before Hailey could get a good look at them. They rematerialised next to the Erinyes’ unconscious bodies.
Hailey’s jaw dropped as terror clawed at her heart. It can’t be! she thought. It’s impossible!
One of the figures was draped in black robes that emphasised his sallow skin. The other was a woman, who bore none of the man’s hardness; her features, in comparison, were soft and delicate, like the ring of daffodil flowers resting on her head.
Hailey blinked, waiting for their faces to morph into other people. When they didn’t she gulped. Hades and Persephone, King and Queen of the Underworld, loomed before her.
The gods are alive!
Hades’s eyes flared with rage. ‘What have you done to my Erinyes?’
His words reminded Hailey that she was holding the wand. ‘Evatatz.’
Hades swiped his hand, as if swatting away a fly, leaving Hailey gaping—he’d deflected the spell!
Hades curled out his fingers. ‘That does not belong to you.’
Hailey would have laughed if she hadn’t been so terrified. Did he really expect her to just give him the wand? She opened her mouth. But before she could utter a single syllable of Goldarin, an invisible force wrenched the wand from her grasp, and it flew straight into Hades’s hand, where it shone with a brilliant white light that enveloped the pit.
As the light faded, Aaron charged at Hades.
Hades focused the wand on him, a smile of pure malice tweaking his lips. ‘Nnast.’
Aaron soared backwards, crashing onto several bowing prisoners.
‘Aaron!’ Jayden and Alec shouted, running towards his crumpled body.
Hailey whipped back around to face the god of the dead, anger washing away her fear. She stepped towards him.
‘Don’t,’ Persephone warned. ‘We won’t harm you if you come with us.’
‘Tell that to Aaron.’
Hailey had barely turned her head before Demi, who had regained consciousness, dove for Hades.
Hades darted out of the way, laughing coldly when Demi hit the ground with a thud.
‘You take Persephone,’ Demi whispered in Hailey’s ear as she helped her back up. ‘I’ll get the wand.’ Hailey couldn’t believe how casually she said it, as though they were facing two ordinary people and not two gods who could send them sailing across the room with a wave of their hand. But they didn’t have a choice. They needed to fight.
Hailey and Demi whipped around, preparing to pounce.
Hades was waiting for them. ‘I tire of this game, human children.’ He flicked the wand. ‘Nnast.’
What felt like a charging minotaur slammed into Hailey, sweeping her off her feet. Her skull cracked against the ground, sending dots dancing across her vision. Her head screamed with pain when she tried to lift it.
The pit blurred before everything went black.
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Hades and Persephone
Hailey’s mind returned to her body. She grimaced at the throbbing pain in her head, wondering why it hurt so much, and blinked her eyes open; iron bars greeted her.
‘We’re in a dungeon.’ Alec sat next to her, leaning against a rock wall. A flaming torch flickered above him, casting their barred cell in a dim glow. ‘So much for our plan.’
A dungeon! Hailey fought the urge to vomit as she remembered where she was—the Underworld. She’d come here to save the prisoners and ended up one herself.
This can’t be happening.
She lurched to her feet, ignoring her pounding head’s protests, and staggered to the bars, wrapping her fingers around the warm metal. She yanked as hard as she could, but the bars didn’t budge.
Tears burned her throat. She was trapped in Tartarus, and there were two gods on the loose, maybe more. What was going to happen to her and her friends? Would the gods force them to work in the mine? Kill them? Would Hailey ever see her mum again, or would she die down here?
Stop it, she ordered herself, swiping away a rogue tear. We’re going to get out of this. Hailey didn’t know how, but they were, because someone needed to tell the world what was going on before it was too late and half the population became enslaved here.
‘What happened?’ Jayden slowly sat up, pressing a hand to his temple. ‘I feel like a cyclops hit me over the head with a club.’
‘The wand brought back Hades, and he kicked our arses is what happened.’ Aaron stood in front of the iron bars that separated their cell from the one next door. He rattled them. ‘We need to get out of here.’
‘Tell me about it.’ Demi, who had a bruised and bloody cheek from where the Erinys had backhanded her, was pacing a few feet away from Hailey. ‘We don’t even have beds—or a toilet—all we have is this stupid dirt to lie on.’ She kicked the ground, dirt puffing up around her.
‘I can get us out.’
Hailey’s gaze snapped to Alec. ‘How?’
‘With my Heracles power.’
‘So what are you waiting for? Let’s go,’ Aaron prompted.
Alec didn’t budge from the ground. ‘Not yet.’
Aaron looked ready to shake him. ‘Why? Hades and Persephone could be coming back for us right now.’
‘That’s exactly why not. If we make our escape now, we could run into them on the way out, and we’d end up back here, or somewhere worse.’
Aaron cracked his knuckles, ready for a fight. ‘We can take them.’
Alec scoffed. ‘Like last time? How’s the face, by the way?’
Aaron tentatively touched the angry gashes on his cheek. He flinched. ‘Okay, point taken. So, what’s your plan?’
‘We wait until after they come for us. When they bring us back here, then we’ll make our move.’
‘I don’t know about that.’ Hailey leaned her back against the bars, their warmth sending beads of sweat down her neck. ‘I don’t think Hades will be too happy about us breaking in here and attacking the Erinyes. What if he comes and kills us?’
‘He won’t,’ Jayden said. ‘If he wanted us dead, he would have killed us in the pit. Besides, if the history books are anything to go by, Hades likes to see people suffering, not dead. I think we should do what Alec says and wait to escape. We’re only going to get one chance, and we can’t screw it up.’
Demi sighed theatrically. ‘All right, I guess I can handle sleeping on dirt for a little bit.’
Hailey wasn’t fussed on the idea of sitting around and waiting, especially when it meant putting the world in jeopardy. But she figured Hades and Persephone had been awake for almost seven months now and hadn’t attacked, so the world could probably wait another few hours. ‘Okay. We’ll do it your way. But—’
‘Shh,’ Aaron hissed. ‘Someone’s coming.’
Everyone fell quiet.
Hailey heard it now too: footsteps echoing in the distance, getting closer and closer.
A minute passed before the being they belonged to appeared outside their cell. Hailey’s heart sank.
It was an Erinys. Hades must have used the wand to wake them back up.
Hailey met the creature’s eyes, which glowed bright red in the flickering torchlight. She tensed for pain, assuming it was there for revenge.
None came.
‘Come,’ the Erinys snapped in a voice rough like sandpaper.
Aaron knocked the bars with his hand. ‘You see the problem with that is we’re locked in, so I’m afraid we can’t comply.’
‘Dazatr.’ The iron bars slid open with a creaking moan. ‘Come. Now.’
Aaron stepped in front of everyone, staring down the Erinys as if she didn’t have the ability to melt his brain with her gaze. ‘We’re not going anywhere unless you tell us where you’re taking us.’
The Erinys’s eyes gleamed with delight, as if she’d been hoping he’d say that. A second later, Aaron collapsed to his knees, screaming.
‘Stop it!’ Hailey cried. ‘We’ll go with you.’
The Erinys held him in her torturous stare for a few more moments before releasing him and stalking away.
‘That was really stupid,’ Jayden chided Aaron.
‘Really stupid,’ Hailey reiterated. ‘Are you okay?’
Aaron nodded, his eyes dazed. ‘I’m fine.’ He forced a smile. ‘I couldn’t resist.’
Demi whacked his arm. ‘Don’t do it again.’
‘We better hurry up and follow her,’ Alec said, voice shaky, ‘before she comes back.’
They practically sprinted through the door and began trailing the Erinys, who led them through a torch-lit hallway of empty cells that looked as dark and depressing as the one they’d been in.
Hailey felt like a toddler being led to a Nemean lion’s den. There’s only one of her; you can take her, a voice in Hailey’s head urged. Her legs tensed, ready to pounce on the Erinys and pin her down while her friends choked the creature out. But then she remembered she didn’t have the wand anymore, which meant the only way to escape the Underworld was through the pit. She would bet her powers that that was where the other two Erinyes were, and she doubted she and her friends would be able to take them out too—they’d barely survived them the first time, and that was with the wand.
With a defeated sigh, Hailey silenced the voice in her head. Maybe if her, Demi, and Jayden’s powers weren’t useless, she would have at least tried to make a run for it. But without the sky, vegetation, or water, they might as well have been ordinary humans. Only Alec and Aaron could use theirs, and super strength and a force field would only get them so far.
The last thing Hailey wanted to do was ruin any chance of them escaping by taking on the Erinyes now. If they lost—which she was pretty sure they would—the Erinyes would probably kill them. Their escape would have to wait until later, like Alec said.
They continued down the fire-lit tunnel, their footsteps echoing off the rock walls and ceiling.
Hailey clutched her pendant, the gold heart warm against her skin. She had a bad feeling the Erinys was taking them to Hades instead of to work in the mine. Jayden had made a good point about the god not wanting them dead, but Hailey wasn’t entirely convinced. What if Hades hadn’t killed them in the pit because he wanted to have a little fun with them before incinerating them with a fireball?
They reached the end of the tunnel and shuffled back into the mine, where the prisoners had returned to work, their pickaxes clanging against rock and their carts squeaking as they mined precious metals and jewels from the walls. The other two Erinyes patrolled the pit, ready to turn their gazes on anyone slacking off. One of them looked at Hailey, who tensed, waiting for her head to explode in flames, but the Erinys merely smirked, as if Hailey’s fear pleased her.
Her fear only grew when the Erinys guiding them led them into the tunnel Hades and Persephone had materialised in front of. Her instincts to flee intensified, and she glanced back at the ledge in the pit—the one that led to Cerberus. It was so close. If she and her friends ran fast enough, maybe Aaron could lift them up there with his force field. She looked back at Jayden, as they moved further away from the only escape route, to see if he’d changed his mind about them blindly following the Erinys. He gave her a reassuring smile and mouthed it’s going to be okay.
It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay, Hailey told herself over and over again. But when she reached the end of the tunnel, she realised things were very far from being okay.
A colossal cavern stretched before her with a fiery sky that flowed like lava and rained ash, making the whole place smell like smoke.
‘Move,’ the Erinys barked, shoving Hailey.
She tripped forward, gasping as the intensity of the cavern’s heat enveloped her, making her feel as though she’d fallen into an oven. She stumbled to her knees and silently screamed, her body paralysing.
A dark abyss extended below her.
She had been too busy gazing at the burning sky to notice the cavern was one big bottomless pit. She definitely noticed now. And was too terrified to even breathe, afraid she might fall into the chasm and find out just how endless it was. Can a person fall forever?
‘Hailey, are you okay?’ Demi’s hysterical voice asked.
Hailey couldn’t answer. She’d forgotten how to speak.
‘Get up,’ the Erinys hissed.
‘Don’t,’ Hailey heard Alec beg in a quiet voice. She assumed one of her friends—probably Aaron—had been about to push the Erinys over the edge. She agreed with Alec that it was a really bad idea. The Erinys would dematerialise as she fell and rematerialise back on the ground and probably knock them off in vengeance.
The sound of someone’s footsteps coming towards Hailey turned her blood to ice. The Erinys was going to push her!
A hand touched her arm and she jerked. ‘It’s okay,’ Jayden told her in a soothing voice, helping her back up. ‘You’re okay.’
‘Enough. Move. Now.’
‘Okay,’ Jayden said. ‘We’re going.’ He looked back at Hailey. ‘We have to cross the bridge.’
The bridge was a six-foot wide black crystal walkway that crossed through the abyss to a mountain of rock, where a palace perched. It had no guardrail or rope to stop a person from falling off.
‘I can do it,’ Hailey said more to herself than to Jayden.
He nodded and edged up to the bridge, bravely taking the lead across. Aaron gave Alec, who looked ready to pass out, a gentle nudge forward before following after him.
Demi gripped Hailey’s hand. ‘Come on, Hails. We’ll do it together.’
Fixing her eyes on the palace forty yards ahead, Hailey shuffled onto the crystal bridge and began inching her way across, reminding herself with every shaking footstep that she didn’t have a choice. That the Erinys would probably push her off if she stopped walking. Ash showered down around her, sticking to her hair and clothes, and stinging her nostrils with its acridness. But that was a minor irritation compared to the suffocating heat that burned her throat with every tentative breath she took.
As Hailey neared the palace, she could see it was constructed from iron, which looked superheated in the reflection of the blazing sky, making its pointed spires look like red hot pokers.
They scurried from the bridge onto the rocky terrain surrounding the palace, and followed the Erinys towards the big hunk of metal just ahead. Rocks loosed beneath Hailey’s feet and poked into the soles of her shoes as she walked, almost causing her to lose her balance with every step. She was careful not to tread on the white flowers growing between the rocks, which looked like clusters of miniature lilies. Hailey remembered their name with a shudder: asphodel—the flowers of the dead.
They halted in front of a set of thick black doors that were so high a cyclops could have fit through them.
‘Dazatr,’ the Erinys rasped.
The doors opened with a slow creak that you’d expect to hear when entering a haunted house. Considering Hades was the god of the dead, Hailey wouldn’t have been surprised if there were a few shades lurking around the palace—angry spirits seeking vengeance for whatever horrible end they’d met here in this place of nightmares.
With trembling hands, Hailey stepped inside, bracing herself for intense heat, but to her surprise the palace was cool—well, cooler than the volcano outside.
And what a hideous palace it was, being dark and dingy, with an obsidian floor that was barely illuminated by the candelabras hanging from the ceiling. At least it doesn’t smell as strongly of ash in here, Hailey thought, grateful to get away from the suffocating smell of smoke.
The long room the Erinys herded them into was hardly different. The only element of brightness came from a jewel path, which sparkled with about every variety of gem you could think of—rubies, emeralds, sapphires, garnet, and opals, to name a few. At the end of it, perched on a black diamond throne, was Hades. Next to him sat Persephone, her clear crystal throne adorned with blooming wild flowers like poppies and violets.
‘You may leave us, Tisiphone,’ Hades said.
The thud of the doors echoed around the bare room as the Erinys left. Hailey gulped. They were trapped in a room with two gods, who could probably kill them with a snap of their fingers.
‘Come forward.’ Hades’s voice was brusque and imperious.
No one moved.
‘I said come—hdaounaoa.’ He flicked the wand.
A force shoved Hailey from behind, driving her forward until she stood feet from Hades and Persephone in their raised thrones. Power seemed to radiate off them, giving the air an almost electric feel. She gulped again, the tingling in her fingertips—which hadn’t stopped since she’d entered the Underworld—amplifying.
Hades surveyed them with eyes as dark and cold as coal. ‘Why did you come to the Underworld?’
‘To stop you,’ Hailey said, surprised by the braveness of her voice.
An amused smile curved his lips. ‘You are children. I am a god. It was foolish for you to think you could intervene with my plans.’ He held up the wand, the milky blue colours in its moonstone tip glinting in the light from the burning candelabra chandelier above them. ‘Where did you find this?’
Hailey hesitated, not sure if she should tell him. Hades wanting to know where they’d gotten the wand could be the one thing keeping them alive.
‘I found it in a griffin’s nest,’ Demi answered. ‘I’ll take it back now thanks.’
Jayden grabbed Demi before she could do something stupid—like try taking the wand from Hades.
Persephone leaned forward, wonder sparkling in her magenta eyes. ‘You fought a griffin?’
‘No doubt with the powers you stole from my kin,’ Hades remarked acidly.
‘We didn’t steal them,’ Aaron countered.
Hades’s eyes flared with anger so intense that Hailey thought his gaze might just vaporise them.
Oh Medusa, Hailey cursed silently, thinking Hades was about to kill them. She needed to think of a way out. Now!
Persephone placed a hand on his knee and shook her head as his black eyes met hers. Hades took a deep breath and turned back to them, his anger concealed behind a thinly veiled layer of control. ‘How did you know of our reawakening?’
‘There was a spell,’ Hailey said, deciding it was just as dangerous to withhold information from Hades as it was to tell him. ‘It spoke of waking someone up. We thought it had only woken up the Erinyes—we didn’t know you and Persephone were down here too.’
Hades nodded musingly, leaning back in his throne. ‘Hecate must have foreseen your discovery.’
Hecate? Of course. Hailey already knew Hecate created the wand, which meant she was the one who wrote the reawakening spell. She must have saved Hades and Persephone by putting them to sleep. ‘Is she the one who put you to sleep?’ Hailey asked, wanting confirmation.
She regretted her curiosity the moment Hades turned on her with a look of astonishment, as though he’d never been asked a question before. She held her breath and waited to see if he’d lose his temper.
A tense few seconds passed before his gaze relaxed. ‘I suppose you did awaken us, so perhaps should be rewarded with the knowledge of how it was possible.’ He twirled the wand in his hand. ‘This was her wand.’
‘What?!’ Hailey exclaimed without thinking.
‘We thought that was the wand she created for humankind,’ Alec said, looking as surprised by his sudden outburst of words as Hailey was by her own.
‘A wand for humankind?’ Hades’s eyes overflowed with abhorrence. ‘You humans are insects compared to us. Hecate never would have created a wand for your unworthy race.’
‘Hey—’
Jayden clamped a hand over Demi’s mouth before she could insult Hades back. Hailey didn’t appreciate being called an insect or worthless, but if she told Hades to jump in the River Styx, she doubted even Persephone would be able to calm his temper.
‘Why was the spell written in English if it wasn’t meant for humans?’ Alec asked, choosing his words carefully.
‘Hecate was smart,’ Hades said. ‘She used this wand to put my wife, the Erinyes, and me into a deep slumber that would protect us from dying with the other gods. She created a spell that would awaken us. She wrote it to appear in the language of whomever found it, and for it to translate into Goldarin when read.’ Hades’s gaze shifted over the five of them. ‘I didn’t expect the humans who awakened us to be children, and I certainly didn’t expect you to come looking for me.’
‘Someone had to stop you,’ Aaron said. ‘You can’t just go around kidnapping people and torturing them.’
‘If I don’t punish them for their crimes, who will? I am King of the Underworld, and it’s my duty to ensure retribution is served to all wrongdoers.’ He rubbed his chin as he considered them. ‘Now I am faced with the question of what to do with you.’
‘They are children, Hades.’ Persephone’s voice was soft and sweet compared to his. ‘We should release them.’
‘Release them? They have learned too much. They will inform the humans of our return before we’re able to wake the others.’
Others? Please don’t tell me the Olympians are alive too.
‘Can they at least stay in Elysium?’ Persephone asked. ‘They’re innocent. They don’t belong in Tartarus.’
Hades drummed his fingers against his throne. ‘Very well. You may stay in Elysium until our plans are realised.’
Persephone moved to stand up. ‘I will escort them.’
‘No,’ Hades said, motioning for her to stay seated. ‘I will take them.’
Hailey tensed. She didn’t trust Hades one bit. It seemed likely he had agreed to take them to the Elysian Fields to avoid upsetting Persephone, and that he had every intention of killing them when they got there.
Hades flicked his hand at the five of them, and Hailey realised with sickening dread that he didn’t care about Persephone’s feelings after all.
He was going to kill them then and there.
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The Elysian Fields
Hailey braced herself to be flung across the room like she’d been in the pit.
But instead of hurling through the air towards an iron wall, the room started spinning, swirling into a haze of black.
When the world reformed, Hailey was standing back in the Underworld’s entrance, staring at the bright tunnel to the Elysian Fields.
Black mist swirled in front of the tunnel as Hades materialised. A cruel smirk curved his lips. ‘My, my, you all look defensive. Nevertheless, I have no intention of harming you, providing you don’t resist.’ His eyes glistened expectantly, as if he wanted them to attack.
Well, too bad, Hailey thought. She wasn’t about to give him a reason to justify killing them. Beside her Aaron clenched his fists, and she thought for one terrifying second that he was going to charge. But he didn’t. And nobody else did either.
Hades’s expectancy turned to disappointment. ‘Very well. You will remain in Elysium until I say otherwise. But if you attempt to escape from the Underworld, I will treat you like criminals, children or not.’ His gaze was hard, leaving no doubt he was being sincere. ‘That is, of course, if you survive Fifth.’
‘Fifth?’ Alec asked.
‘Fifth is the fifth descendant of Cerberus,’ Hades said, explaining how the three-headed monster had survived for so long. Hades shifted aside. ‘You may enter now.’ He swiped his hand towards the Elysian Fields, and the invisible force returned to yank Hailey and her friends forward, pitching them through the tunnel, where they landed in a crumpled pile at the other end. ‘Remember, no escaping,’ Hades growled before disappearing in a swirl of mist.
‘Everyone okay?’ Aaron asked as they disentangled themselves from one another.
Hailey didn’t know if anyone responded. She didn’t, being too enraptured by the ethereal music drifting through the air to care about anything else. It made Nerissa and Cleo’s singing sound like a screeching harpy.
She forced herself to stand up, and the second she did, she became lost in her surroundings.
A paradise stretched before her, appearing to go on forever in every direction. A sparkling diamond path weaved its way through the vibrant green grass, breaking off into several directions.
One path led to a magnificent garden, where sunflowers, tulips, pansies, and dozens of flowers Hailey didn’t recognise, bloomed in dazzling colours. Fruit trees were mixed in among the flowers, the plush silk cushions at their bases offering a comfortable place to relax. A languid river curved its way through the garden, tracing its path from a glistening waterfall.
Another path led to an open area ringed with round tables draped in thin silk cloth, circled by elegant chairs. Banquet tables offering a sumptuous feast were mixed among them. Hailey’s mouth watered as the aromatic smells of roast chicken and marinated beef wafted towards her, mingled with the sharp rich scent of cheese, and the sweet smell of chocolate.
She wondered whether Hades had pushed some kind of button to produce the food for them, or if it had been waiting there from the last time humans had occupied the Elysian Fields centuries ago, kept from spoiling by some kind of magic.
She didn’t dwell on the thought. Following another path with her eyes, she spotted a white marble temple bordered by polished pillars. She was positive if she entered it, she would find a statue of Hades, and probably Persephone too, waiting to be worshipped.
The final path led to a palace constructed of pure gold, which shone as brightly as the sun in the violet-blue sky.
Hailey gazed expectantly at the sky, waiting to feel a rush of power.
But none came.
Her heart sank; the sky was an illusion, despite how real the fluffy silver clouds appeared.
‘Well, this will make our escape a lot easier,’ Aaron remarked, his eyes focused on the tunnel and not the Fields. ‘We’re right near the entrance.’ He punched Alec playfully in the arm. ‘Guess this means you can save your strength.’
Alec rubbed his shoulder absentmindedly. He wasn’t listening to Aaron. He was drinking in the landscape with wide hungry eyes.
‘Come on, that’s enough time here.’ Aaron grabbed Alec by his shirt and dragged him towards the tunnel. ‘Let’s go everyone.’
Hailey didn’t want to go. She wanted to stay and explore every inch of this place.
‘No.’ Alec dug his heels into the ground. ‘We can’t go yet.’
‘I know you want to take a look around so you can brag to your dad about seeing it, but we’ve got bigger things to deal with—like not dying. So, let’s go.’
Alec dug his heels further into the ground when Aaron tried to pull him away again. ‘That’s not what I meant. I meant we can’t go yet because Hades or an Erinys is probably waiting right outside to see if we’ll escape.’
‘Oh no you don’t.’ Jayden caught hold of Demi as she tried to sneak towards the diamond paths.
She pouted. ‘Come on, I just wanna have a little walk around.’
‘Well, you can walk towards the garden.’
Demi glanced back at the gold palace, which Hailey assumed had been her destination, and then at Jayden. She sighed. ‘Fine.’
‘No, we’re not heading to the garden,’ Aaron said before anyone could move. ‘We’re leaving. Right now.’
‘Alec has a good point,’ Hailey said. ‘Hades probably thinks if we’re going to escape, we’ll do it straight away. He could be waiting outside to catch us so he can throw us back into the dungeon.’ It was a place she never wanted to end up again.
Aaron opened his mouth, looking like he was ready to keep arguing, and then seemed to notice he was outvoted. He shook his head in defeat, releasing Alec. ‘Fine. You win. I can’t exactly drag all of you out of here. And I suppose we should have a plan anyway.’
Hailey tried to hide her smile as they trailed the diamond path towards the garden. She found it ironic that she suddenly wanted to stay in the Underworld, but the Elysian Fields were a little different to Tartarus—for one thing, there was sunlight.
If things weren’t so bad, like there weren’t two gods trying to take back over the world, Hailey would have happily stayed there for days, weeks, even months. She could probably even live there and never get bored of the place.
But things were bad. The Elysian Fields would have to wait.
* * *
‘Everyone ready?’ Aaron asked as they positioned themselves around the Elysian Fields’s tunnel and prayed enough time had passed for Hades to have gotten bored and left.
Demi gazed back at the gold palace and sighed. ‘Yes. But we’re coming back here as soon as the gods and Erinyes are taken care of.’
‘Agreed,’ Hailey and Alec said in unison.
Hailey didn’t look back as she left. She needed to focus on what they were about to do, which was probably the most dangerous thing she’d ever done—aside from coming to the Underworld.
Why do I keep making such dumb decisions? she asked herself as she crept down the Underworld’s entrance tunnel with her friends. All she ever seemed to do was make things worse, which was why she was doing the smart thing now and trying to find someone more capable of fixing their mistake. Things had gotten way too out of control for her and her friends to handle alone, especially without the wand. Their best chance of saving the world from Hades was to get help from anyone who would believe them when they said the Underworld was back up and running, and that the prophecy was dangerously close to coming true.
But before they could do that, they had to make it out of the Underworld alive, which meant catching a ride on the Acheron River and hoping it dropped them off somewhere close to civilisation and not in the middle of an ocean—their plan strongly relied on having the luck of the Tyches, especially this next part.
Please, Tyches, don’t let us get eaten, Hailey prayed as she exited the tunnel with her friends and crept towards the towering black gates. They remained firmly shut, which Hailey was kind of grateful for, considering they were the only thing separating them from the gigantic monster on the other side.
Aaron patted Alec on the back. ‘You’re up,’ he whispered, nudging his head towards Fifth, who had its back to them.
Alec hesitated in front of the gates, clenching and unclenching his hands, before finally blowing out a long breath and passing through the gates. They began creaking slowly open when he was on the other side, thinking someone was about to enter.
Fifth, however, knew better, recognising it as an escape, and whipped around, focusing its six flaming eyes on Alec as a thunderous roar tore from its three mouths; flecks of drool flew from its snouts and sizzled on the dirt.
And then it attacked.
Alec dove out of the way and lost his balance, stumbling to the ground. The monster was quick. It didn’t give him a chance to stand up; its heads swung around and launched for him again with snapping teeth.
Aaron leapt in front of Alec, his palms raised towards the frothing beast. Its three heads smacked into his force field.
Fifth roared with fury, ramming its heads against the force field again and again.
‘Are you okay?’ Hailey asked Alec, helping him up, having bolted through the gates with Demi, Jayden, and Aaron before they could close.
Alec gave a shaky nod. ‘Yeah, I think so.’
Sweat poured down Aaron’s face, and his hands shook as Fifth clawed at his rippling force field. ‘I can’t hold it back forever. We have to move.’
Hailey didn’t need to be told to run twice. She sprinted across the cavern with her friends, not daring to slow her pace until she was halfway down the pre-entrance tunnel.
‘I think – we did it,’ Demi puffed, trying to catch her breath.
‘Phase one complete,’ Aaron agreed, wiping sweat from his forehead.
A loud howl forced them to run again.
They were almost out of the tunnel, which meant they were almost to freedom. All they had to do was jump in the Acheron River and let Jayden change the current so it took them out of Underworld—Hailey just hoped the river didn’t drown them with woe before they made it out of this hellhole.
They were mere feet from the end of the tunnel when the tingling in Hailey’s fingertips crescendoed. She hadn’t felt them prickle so much since…
Hades materialised in a swirl of black mist before them, forcing Hailey and her friends to scramble to a stop. ‘Well, well, what do we have here?’
No, no, no! They were so close! It couldn’t all be over!
‘We’re stretching our legs,’ Jayden said in a steady voice.
‘Yeah, we were,’ Demi jumped in. ‘We’ll head back to the Elysian Fields now.’
‘Don’t move.’ Hades’s voice was dangerous and carried the promise of terrible things. ‘I do not appreciate deceit.’
‘Okay, we were escaping.’ Aaron took a step towards Hades. ‘We thought we’d have to do it the hard way, but I’m guessing you’ve got the wand on you.’ He lunged forward.
Hades’s hand snapped up, and Aaron soared backwards before he could lay so much as a fingertip on the god.
‘Aaron!’ everyone cried, running to his rescue when he hit the tunnel’s rock wall.
He gasped for air. ‘Okay – just – winded.’
‘I was lenient when I allowed you to reside in Elysium,’ Hades snarled in a voice thick with anger. ‘And you repay my magnanimity by escaping and attacking me. You are unworthy of my kindness.’
‘Please, we’re sorry,’ Hailey pleaded, sensing their impending death if they didn’t get the god’s temper under control. ‘We just wanted to go home. We promise we won’t try to run away again,’ she lied.
‘I warned you I would treat you like criminals if you tried to escape. I am a god of my word.’ Hades flicked his hand.
Black mist enveloped Hailey like a fog. When it dispersed, she expected to find herself back in the dungeon. But she wasn’t that lucky. She stood with her friends in a cavern crowded with hundreds of iron hatches. Below them she could hear splashing and moaning, and had to put a hand over her nose to block out the putrid rotten-eggs smell rising from them.
Hades materialised and started peering down the hatches. ‘Ah, here’s an empty one.’ His black eyes glowered over at them. ‘Come.’
Aaron shifted in front of Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Alec. ‘We said we were sorry. If you don’t want to take us back to the Elysian Fields, then we’ll go back to our cell in the dungeon.’
‘You do not order me around, human,’ Hades growled. ‘Now come here and get inside.’ He lifted his hand over the hatch, the door banging open against the dirt ground with an echoing thud.
Hailey grabbed Aaron’s wrist when she saw him open his mouth to start arguing again. ‘You’ll just make him angry, and he’ll kill us,’ she whispered.
‘I’m waiting.’
Hailey didn’t want to risk Hades losing his temper, so she gingerly edged towards him, keeping her head high so she wouldn’t look down the hatches as she went—she wanted to stay naïve about what was going to happen to them.
‘I don’t believe you’ll be able to escape from here,’ Hades said once they were huddled around him. ‘But if you do, be warned, I will kill you. Now get in.’ He swiped his hand at them.
An invisible force slammed into Hailey’s back, knocking her forward. She screamed, plunging down the hatch into darkness.




31
Mind Games
A pool of lukewarm water broke Hailey’s fall with a splash. She lurched up, the water coming to her waist, as the hatch slammed shut above her, casting her and her friends in a blanket of darkness.
They were trapped—again. Can this nightmare get any worse? Hailey wondered, biting down the urge to cry at how completely and utterly messed up things were.
‘Is everyone all right?’ Aaron’s voice cut through the darkness.
‘No,’ Demi replied, sounding on the verge of tears. ‘We should have stayed in the Elysian Fields. We’ll never get out of this. And it smells like a sewer.’
‘You’re wrong.’ Hailey heard a smile in Jayden’s voice. ‘We’re in water, which means I can use my powers to get us out of here—all I need to do is give Alec a boost with a wave, and then he can pass through the hatch and open it from the outside.’
‘Uh, did you not hear the part where Hades said he’d kill us if we tried to escape again?’ Alec squeaked.
‘We won’t get caught,’ Aaron reassured him.
‘We can’t stay here, Alec,’ Hailey agreed, sweat trickling down her brow and neck. ‘We need to warn the world about what’s happening before it’s too late. I don’t want to be responsible for bringing the gods back from the dead.’ Especially when there’s a prophecy that will have everyone looking to me to save the world, she added to herself. 
‘So, what are we waiting for?’ Demi asked. ‘Let’s go.’
‘We can’t go yet,’ Alec protested.
‘Alec, you heard Hailey—we can’t stay here,’ Demi told him. ‘And I don’t think he was really being serious about killing us—it was just a bluff—but we’re not going to get caught again anyway, so it really doesn’t matter.’
‘Well, we will get caught if we leave right now,’ Alec argued. ‘Hades was waiting for us to escape from the Elysian Fields. So I’d bet my powers he’s waiting again.’
‘I agree,’ Aaron cut in. ‘We need to stay put for now. Hades said it’ll be a little while before he wakes up the other gods, so I think we can at least wait a day.’
‘What?!’ Demi exclaimed, kicking the water. ‘I can’t live down here for a day.’
Hailey wasn’t happy about waiting that long to escape again, but it was the smart thing to do. If they got caught making a run for it a second time, Hailey didn’t think they’d get a third chance. She wasn’t sure if Hades would really kill them, but she didn’t think he’d have a problem locking them away somewhere even worse than this and throwing away the key.
‘There’s one thing I don’t understand,’ Jayden said. ‘Why aren’t the other gods awake too? Why do they need Hades to wake them up?’
Hailey had been wondering the same thing. ‘Maybe Hecate put them to sleep using something other than her wand, and made it so that Hades could enjoy some freedom before waking them up. It doesn’t explain the powers though. How can we have the Olympians’ powers if they’re alive?’
‘Maybe they did die,’ Alec mused. ‘And maybe Hecate gave Hades a spell to revive them.’
Was Hecate that powerful? Probably, Hailey thought, considering what her wand could do. She wished they’d never found the stupid thing. It was the reason she was trapped in Tartarus facing the possibility of never getting out. Of never seeing her mum again. Of dying down here in this horrible place.
‘Do you think they’ve found us missing yet?’ Aaron asked, pulling Hailey from her thoughts.
Hailey wiped at the sweat on her face, wishing she was a Chione so she could use her ice powers to cool this furnace down. ‘If they haven’t, they will soon.’
‘They’ll never know where to find us though,’ Demi sighed. ‘I’m sure the nereids will be happy they’ve got five less students to worry about.’
Something clicked in Hailey’s head—the final piece of a puzzle, she hadn’t even realised she’d been working on, sliding into place—and she gasped. It’s so obvious; how did I miss it?
‘What’s wrong?’ Alec’s voice was tinged with panic. ‘Is there something in the water? Is it a snake?’
‘I understand it. I understand everything.’
‘Understand what?’ Demi asked.
‘The nereids’ plan. It all makes sense now. What they meant about the plan not taking long and about Poseidon coming back—everything makes perfect sense.’
‘What do you mean it makes sense?’ Jayden prompted.
Where to begin... ‘I don’t know how, but I think the nereids worked out we found a wand, and that it was Hecate’s—they probably knew her entire plan,’ Hailey explained. ‘They must have known we’d read the spell to wake up Hades and Persephone, which is why Nemertes told the other nereids to be patient because the plan was working. They just needed to wait for Hades to wake up the Olympians. And remember what they said about someone learning its purpose? They were talking about us learning what the spell had done. They were expecting us to come to the Underworld and practically hand the wand back to Hades so he couldn’t be stopped. And they probably knew we’d been using the wand to eavesdrop on them, which is why they spent most of their time in the sea—this is all part of their plan.’
‘I hate those stupid nereids,’ Aaron growled, kicking around in the water.
‘It’s so obvious,’ Alec said. ‘We should have seen the connections sooner.’
‘I know,’ Hailey agreed. ‘We can’t let them get away with this. We have to get back to the Academy and tell Amathia what her sisters have been up to.’
‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you when you said they were psycho, Hails,’ Jayden said. ‘They’re clearly diabolical.’
‘I—’ Hailey began, but fell quiet, hearing footsteps approaching from above.
The hatch banged open, quadrupling Hailey’s heartrate. Please, Tyches, don’t let it be Hades coming back to kill us.
Someone dropped into the water with a splash, sending a wave spraying over Hailey, who stifled a scream. An Erinys loomed before her, gripping a flaming torch that exaggerated her sickly skin and made her red eyes burn.
Without warning, the Erinys grabbed Jayden by the neck and threw him up through the hatch, where Hailey heard him land with a horrible thud.
Before Hailey could react, the Erinys snaked a hand around her neck, her pointed nails stinging like acid as they bit into her skin, and hurled Hailey into the air as if she weighed nothing. She let out one petrified scream before she slammed onto the ground, her shoulder exploding in pain.
‘You okay, Hailey?’ Jayden asked, helping her sit up.
Hailey rubbed her aching arm. ‘Yeah.’
Aaron was next to fly out of the hatch, followed by a screaming Demi, and then the Erinys sprang out next, holding a blanched Alec by the throat. She released him and stared at Hailey and her friends, as if waiting for them to make a move. ‘Come,’ she snarled after a few tense seconds.
Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Aaron hesitated, exchanging unsure looks, but Alec nudged his head towards the Erinys as she slithered away, indicating they should follow. ‘We can’t ruin our escape plan by doing something stupid now,’ he whispered in a barely audible voice.
Reluctantly, Hailey trailed behind the foul creature, assuming she was taking them to work in the mine. She guessed most people would prefer working in a mine to being stuck down a dark hatch in warm water. But she was afraid if she didn’t work hard enough, or did something wrong, she’d have to endure the Erinyes’ torturous gaze. She’d do almost anything to avoid reliving the memory of her dad dying.
Heigh ho, heigh ho, Hailey thought when they marched into the pit, where the prisoners were busy working, not daring to even glance at Hailey and her friends. She waited to see which task the Erinys would lead her towards—polishing, hopefully—but she strode towards another tunnel.
The one good thing about the tunnel was that it wasn’t the one that led to Hades’s palace, so Hailey wouldn’t have to walk across the tiny bridge through the abyss again. But the bad thing was she had no idea where it went.
She clutched her necklace and followed. She didn’t like not knowing where the Erinys was taking them. What if she was leading them to a torture chamber? The story of Tantalus popped into her head, and she shuddered at the thought of enduring a punishment like his. How horrible it would be to stand thirsty and starving in a pool of water beneath a fruit tree that both receded every time she tried to take a drink of water or pick an apple.
They filed out of the tunnel, and Hailey almost sighed in relief when she wasn’t confronted with a hideous torture.
Another cavern lit by flaming torches greeted them. Thick iron doors were carved into the rock walls. Five of them were open, revealing the darkness that lay within.
‘Inside,’ the Erinys hissed.
Hailey didn’t move. She had a feeling this place wasn’t just another prison, and that something waited for each of them in the gloom—like a hungry monster.
The Erinys seized Hailey and shoved her into the nearest room, Hailey’s knees and elbows stinging as they hit the hard dirt ground.
‘Hailey!’ Demi cried.
Hailey shot to her feet and spun around in time to have the door slammed in her face, casting her into complete darkness. ‘NO!’ Hailey dragged her hands down the door, trying to find a handle, but there was nothing but smooth iron. ‘Let me out!’ she screamed, banging on the door.
A shiver stroked Hailey’s spine, and she got the distinct feeling something was watching her. She whipped around, keeping her back firmly planted against the door. ‘Hello,’ she called into the darkness, her voice trembling. ‘Is anyone in here?’
Silence greeted her. Hailey listened intently to it for a minute, trying to discern any sounds that meant she wasn’t alone. But the room was deafeningly quiet. It didn’t ease her nerves though. No distinct sounds of breathing, or growling, meant there probably wasn’t a monster in there with her, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something else—like spiders.
The very thought of spiders made Hailey tremble. She hated them, especially the big hairy ones with those extra-long legs.
Hailey stiffened. Something was crawling on her leg… no, she felt many things crawling on her leg—legs. She fought the urge to scream and run around wildly, afraid if she did she would make the things crawling on her angry, and they would bite her.
Stay calm. Slowly, Hailey looked down to see what was on her.
TARANTULAS!
Something plunked on Hailey’s head. She screamed, and her resolve not to run around wildly broke as she hurtled from the door, kicking her legs and swiping at her hair in an attempt to get the spiders off her.
She suddenly froze when she noticed the room had become lighter, as though someone had lit torches. She would have preferred the darkness, because it would’ve hidden the hundreds of plate-sized tarantulas coating the floor and walls.
One crawled onto her shoe. Hailey screamed and kicked it off, stomping on the spider. It vanished. What the…
Another spider launched at her from the wall, clinging to her shoulder. She smacked it and watched it vanish too. It suddenly occurred to her that the spiders might not be real. They had appeared the second she’d started thinking about them.
Someone must’ve designed this room to read peoples’ fears and make them come to life as an illusion—a very real illusion.
Hailey gripped her necklace and closed her eyes so she couldn’t see the spiders. ‘They’re not real,’ she told herself, trying to ignore the scratching and tugging as they crawled their way up her legs. ‘They’re not real. They’re in my imagination. They’re no—’ her voice faltered as she felt spiders fall onto her from the ceiling and leap at her from the walls. A scream rose in her throat. She clutched her necklace tighter and shouted, ‘THEY’RE NOT REAL!’
It stopped. The itching of their legs against her skin, and the heavy weight of their bodies as they tangled in her hair.
Hailey peeked her eyes open, her body sagging. Darkness blanketed the room again. She assumed this was how the room looked when whoever was inside wasn’t thinking about anything scary.
She felt pretty smug about having defeated the psychological torture chamber. But she quickly remembered her friends were in rooms exactly like this one. Have they figured out nothing they’re seeing is real? Or are they screaming their heads off?
She had to find a way to tell them whatever they were seeing was an illusion, especially Demi, whose biggest fear was being alone. She probably wouldn’t even need the room to conjure any fears to be freaking out right now. Being trapped in a dark room by herself would likely be enough to break her.
Hailey was groping her way through the dark when she heard a scream.
‘Demi!’ She found the door and banged against it. ‘It’s not real, Demi. It’s not real,’ she yelled. Demi kept screaming. Hailey banged more ferociously, the skin over her knuckles splitting. ‘DEMI! PLEASE! IT’S NOT REAL!’ Blood oozed from her fists, and she suddenly realised that Demi’s screaming was coming from inside the room. It was playing on another one of her fears.
Another scream ripped through the air. Hailey pressed her aching hands to her ears and hummed loudly. She did this for a minute, praying she was right about the room fabricating Demi’s screams and that she hadn’t just ignored her friend’s pleas for help.
Hailey dropped her hands, breathing a sigh of relief when silence greeted her. She tried not to think of any new fears. She didn’t know how much more she could take of them coming to life.
She reassured herself with the thought that Alec had probably used his powers to get out of his room and was likely standing right outside trying to work out how to get the doors open.
Hailey faced her back to the door and sank to the ground. She hated herself for making yet another colossal mistake. She was such an idiot to have thought she could come to the Underworld and put the Erinyes to sleep without any drama. Why didn’t she give the wand to Amathia? Why?
The teachers had probably found them missing by now. Hailey didn’t know what they’d be thinking had happened to them—maybe that they’d drowned—but definitely not that they were in the Underworld. And even if they did somehow work out where Hailey and her friends had gone, it wasn’t like they’d be able to find them. No one knew where the Underworld was.
They were trapped here. No one was coming to save them. Escaping was up to Hailey and her friends, and they needed to do it soon. Not just because they had to warn the world about what was happening, but because she needed her mum to know she was okay. She didn’t even want to think about how much she was freaking out—assuming the Academy had been brave enough to tell her they’d lost her daughter again.
Sobbing broke the silence.
A woman was crouching in the corner, crying. ‘Mum?!’ Hailey jerked to her feet and then hesitated. The room was creating another one of her fears. But fake or not, she didn’t care. Having her mum with her brought her a sense of comfort, making her feel as though everything was going to be okay. She sat next to her. ‘Mum, it’s okay. I’m all right.’ She wrapped an arm around her mum’s shoulders. ‘I’ll be home soon.’
Evonee shook her head and sniffed. ‘No. You’re dead. You died because you broke your promise to me.’
‘I’m sorry, Mum. I was trying to fix a mistake I made. But I made things worse.’
Evonee lunged to her feet and glowered down at Hailey with hate-filled eyes. ‘I will never forgive you. Your weakness killed Owen.’
Tears burned Hailey’s throat, and her heart squeezed. ‘I tried to stop it,’ she said desperately.
‘You killed me, Hailey.’
Hailey stifled a scream. Her dad stood in front of her, his blackened flesh smoking. ‘Daddy, I’m sorry. I tried. I really tried.’
‘You should never have been born a Zeus. You are a disgrace to the power. You’re weak, Hailey. And that’s what killed me. I’m dead because of you. IT WAS ALL YOUR FAULT!’
‘NO!’ Hailey shouted as the feelings she kept locked in the back of her mind broke free and swarmed her.
Guilt pushed against her chest like a knoxen trying to crush the life out of her. She tried to breathe against it, but it was too heavy. She drooped back on the ground, gasping for air.
Evonee and Owen loomed above her, shouting over and over again how she’d killed her dad and wasn’t worthy to be a Zeus.
It’s not real, Hailey told herself, but she wouldn’t believe it. Her parents might not be standing in the room with her right now, but what they were saying was true: her dad was dead because she was a weak Zeus.
Hailey stopped trying to breathe.
She let the heart-crushing pain and lung-squeezing guilt of her dad’s death consume her until her parents’ angry voices faded into the background.
She felt herself falling down a dark tunnel that seemed it would never end.
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Worship Us
‘Hailey. Hailey, wake up. It’s over.’ Someone was shaking her, dragging her back through the darkness. Slowly, she opened her eyes, staring up at Alec’s face, which relaxed with relief. ‘You’re okay.’
Hardly, Hailey thought, climbing back to her feet. Her eyes combed the room for her parents, but they were gone. She calmed a little, especially when she saw the door was open. ‘How’d you get it open?’
‘With Goldarin. I don’t think Hades or the Erinyes expected us to know it, or I doubt they would have put us in here. Come on.’
Demi, Jayden, and Aaron were waiting outside.
Demi sprang on Hailey, hugging her. ‘You’re all right. I thought I’d never see you again. Any of you. The room made me think I’d be trapped and alone forever—it was my worst nightmare come to life.’
‘It’s over now. You’re not alone,’ Jayden reassured her.
‘Aaron, are you all right?’ Hailey asked. He stared at the open doors, looking as if he expected something, or someone, to run out and accost him. ‘Aaron,’ she said again when he didn’t answer.
He shook his head, as if clearing it. ‘I’m fine. So, are we escaping or what?’
‘Oh, we’re definitely escaping,’ Demi said. ‘Things have gone too far.’
‘We can’t yet,’ Alec told them reluctantly.
Everyone rounded on him.
He shrank from their hostile gazes. ‘It’s too risky. The Erinyes are probably in the pit, so there’s no way we’d get through it without one of them seeing us, especially when Aaron uses his powers to raise us to the entry tunnel. I think our best chance of getting out of here is to wait until the Erinyes take us back to the hatch and go with our original plan.’
‘We can’t go back into those rooms,’ Hailey’s said, her voice catching. She couldn’t face her parents again—especially her dad.
Alec dragged a hand through his grimy hair. ‘We’ll stay out here until we hear someone coming, then we’ll have to go back in.’
‘And what if they don’t come back for us?’ Aaron asked. ‘What if these rooms were meant to be our new residence?’
‘Then I guess we’ll escape from here—but not until it gets really late.’ Alec looked at Jayden. ‘Keep an eye on the time with your watch.’
‘Shh,’ Aaron hissed an hour later. ‘I think I hear something.’
Footsteps echoed down the tunnel.
‘Quickly, get back into the rooms,’ Aaron whispered.
Everyone jumped up in a panic, and Jayden, Demi, and Aaron vanished into the rooms. Hailey stood outside the door to hers, not being able to step back into the blackness, knowing her grudge-holding parents would be waiting for her—she could practically feel the chill of their hate in the air.
‘Come on, Hailey.’ Alec steered her back into the dark room. ‘Remember, it’s not real.’
Hailey lunged forward to stop him from shutting the door, but she was too slow. She tried to control her rapid breathing and closed her eyes, emptying her mind. White light. Just think of white light. Nothing but white light.
‘Murderer!’
Hailey squeezed her eyes shut tighter. White light, just think of white light.
The room fell quiet. It’s working!
Two hands clamped down on her shoulders, and she sucked in a breath as she looked at her dad’s charred face glowering down at her.
‘You can’t ignore me, Hailey.’
‘Yes, I can! You’re not real!’ She squeezed her eyes shut again, desperately trying to empty her mind.
Owen slammed his fist against the door. ‘I WILL NOT BE IGNORED!’
Hailey’s eyes flew open, and she darted away from the man posing as her dad. ‘Please just go away!’
A wicked smile curved Owen’s lips, and he lunged towards her just as the door creaked open and light filtered into the room, forcing the blackness to retreat.
Hailey was so relieved when the charred image of her dad vanished that she could have hugged the Erinys standing in the doorway.
‘Come,’ the Erinys barked.
Hailey ran to the door, not wanting to spend another millisecond in the room, and found her friends all waiting outside. No one spoke a word, afraid the Erinys would lock them back up or torture them with her gaze. They obediently followed the creature back down the tunnel.
Hailey assumed she was returning them to the hatch, but when they entered the pit the Erinys shoved them into line with the miners, who the other Erinyes were herding into the tunnel leading to Hades’s palace.
Hailey coughed, choking on the reek of body odour.
‘What’s going on?’ Demi asked in a quiet voice as they shuffled towards the tunnel with the prisoners.
‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it,’ Aaron said, his body tensing into fight mode.
If it was only them, Hailey would have assumed Hades had changed his mind about not killing them. But it looked as though every prisoner in the Underworld was heading to the palace, and Hailey doubted Hades would kill them all. So why is everyone being brought to him?
A cold chill of dread settled over Hailey when she realised what was happening. ‘I think we’re being taken to meet the other gods.’
Demi stumbled a step. ‘What?!’
‘Demi, shh,’ Jayden hissed, gazing around to make sure they hadn’t attracted an Erinys’s attention.
Alec hugged his arms as the throng of prisoners shoved them down the tunnel. ‘What do you mean we’re being taken to meet the gods?’
‘It’s the only explanation I can think of as to why the Erinyes are leading everyone to the palace. Hades must have woken the other gods, and he must want everyone to see how powerful they are or something. We’re too late.’
Alec shook his head. ‘No, Hailey, I think—’
‘Silence,’ an Erinys growled from behind them.
No one dared utter another word while they inched down the tunnel. Hailey was trying to focus her mind on what she’d do if all the gods really were waiting for them on the other side.
It wasn’t as if she could do much but run away screaming. Her powers didn’t work in the Underworld, and as far as she was aware, she hadn’t randomly gained the ability to shoot lightning from her hands. Screw the prophecy! she thought as she imagined everyone turning to her to save the world. Of course, they couldn’t exactly do that if she was trapped in Tartarus.
Hailey’s mind emptied and her heart pumped fresh fear through her body when she entered the cavern, its heat enveloping her while the raining ash’s acridness burned her nose and throat. She barely noticed the sweat pouring off her, too terrified by the looming abyss.
She dug her heels into the ground, not wanting to go on the bridge, which was crowded with prisoners. Can it hold that much weight?
The people behind Hailey thrust her onto the black crystal. She wanted to scream but couldn’t find her voice. And she was afraid someone might push her off to shut her up. You can do this, Hailey told herself, trying to keep her legs from locking as she was shoved across the bridge.
She reached the other side and exhaled in relief, but the pushing didn’t stop. She was crammed forward into the hundreds of people crowding the palace’s rocky grounds.
It wasn’t easy, but Hailey managed to claw her way through the horde with her friends until they had a view of what was happening. Hades and Persephone lingered in front of the palace’s doors.
Hades stepped forward, throwing his arms out to the sides. ‘Bow before your gods, humans,’ he bellowed.
The prisoners dropped to their knees, bowing their heads low. Hailey stared, stunned. Her confusion quickly changed to terror when an Erinys locked eyes with her.
‘Everyone down,’ Aaron hissed, yanking Hailey and Demi to their knees by their shirts. Alec and Jayden fell to the ground, too, all of them lowering their heads. But Hailey peeked up enough to watch Hades, waiting to see what he’d do next.
He smirked imperiously. ‘What offerings do you bring us today?’
Three people near the front rose and pushed three carts brimming with an assortment of sparkling jewels towards Hades, the squeaking of the carts’ wheels the only sound in the cavern. ‘We have mined these jewels for you, King Hades,’ one of the people said in a cowed voice before backing up with the other two prisoners.
Hades waved a bored hand at the carts. ‘Put them with the others.’ The Erinyes broke from the crowd and vanished in a swirl of red mist with the carts. ‘What are you waiting for?’ Hades demanded, staring impatiently at everyone bowing before him. WORSHIP US!’
The prisoners bowed their heads lower and chanted, ‘Hail King Hades and Queen Persephone, mighty gods of the Underworld.’
So, this is how Hades is ensuring he doesn’t die from people not worshiping him; he’s forcing the prisoners to. Hailey would have found the whole thing revolting if she weren’t so busy being relieved about the Olympians not being back.
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The Second Escape
‘Yuck, I’m all wet again,’ Demi whined, after an Erinys shoved them back down the hatch. ‘When can we escape from this cesspool?’
‘We just have to—’ Alec began.
The hatch door creaked open and someone said, ‘Kavvutwkarnakat.’
There was a flash, and then a shining orb zoomed down towards them.
Hailey leapt out of the way, but the orb paused a foot above her, where it floated like a dim light.
‘I thought you may appreciate some light.’
Hailey’s stomach twisted in knots when she saw who was peering down at them.
Persephone! She might not have been as cruel to them as Hades had been, but she was still a god, which meant Hailey would be stupid not to be afraid of her.
‘Don’t be frightened. I wish you no harm. On the contrary, I have come to escort you to more comfortable surroundings.’
‘Are you taking us back to the Elysian Fields?’ Demi asked eagerly.
Persephone shook her head. ‘Hades refused to allow that. But I was able to sway him into allowing you back to the dungeon.’ She flicked her hand at them.
Pink, red, yellow, and white wild flowers swirled around Hailey, engulfing her in a beautiful perfume before they vanished, leaving her standing in a dungeon cell with her friends. Persephone materialised outside the bars. ‘It wasn’t easy convincing him to allow you back here, but I assured him you wouldn’t escape again. I beg you not to, as he will kill you.’
‘Um, thanks for bringing us here,’ Hailey said, not sure what else to say, and confused about why a god was helping them. Hailey had been taught her whole life that gods were all evil and despised humans. ‘Why are you being nice to us?’
‘I don’t like seeing children suffer,’ she replied simply.
Aaron curled his fingers around the bars. ‘So let us go.’
‘I wish I could, but Hades is right in saying you will spoil our plans if you go free, and I don’t want anything to stop us from awakening the Olympians. I miss my mother, Demeter, terribly.’ Persephone sighed. ‘But I promise you, we will release you once they’re awake.’
‘And when will that be?’ Jayden probed.
‘Soon. Hades wishes to enjoy not having his brothers to contend with a little longer. I must go now. Sleep well.’ Persephone dematerialised in a swirl of wild flowers.
‘Well, that was… weird,’ Demi said. ‘She seems so nice.’
‘Don’t be fooled. She married Hades, so she’s gotta be dark and twisty on the inside,’ Aaron said. ‘I guess we’re back to our original plan.’
Demi patted Alec on the back. ‘You’re up, muscles.’
‘Wait,’ Hailey said. ‘Dazatr.’ She spoke the Goldarin word for open, thinking the barred door would slide across as it had when the Erinys had said the word.
The door didn’t budge.
‘It only works if you’re standing on the outside,’ Alec explained.
Hailey shrugged. ‘Thought I’d give it a try.’
Alec stepped up to the bars. They let out a wailing groan as he wrenched them apart. One by one, Hailey and her friends squeezed through the gap and steered through the dungeon.
The other cells were now occupied, and Hailey felt horrible walking past the prisoners, especially knowing they were there because of her. But she couldn’t free them yet. It was going to be hard enough for her and her friends to get out of the Underworld without being seen, let alone close to a thousand people.
She doubted they’d come with her anyway. Not one of them begged to be freed. They merely stared at Hailey and her friends with empty eyes, as though their minds had vanished long ago. How many days down here does it take a person to lose all hope? Hailey wondered, walking past a woman coated in dried mud who was lying on the ground in her cell, staring at the rock ceiling, unblinking. Days? Weeks? Months? She didn’t want to find out.
Hands lunged out of a cell and grabbed Aaron by the arm. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’
‘Get off me!’ Aaron tried to pull away, but the man holding him jerked him closer to the bars.
Hailey darted forward and helped Demi, Jayden, and Alec yank Aaron free. She turned back to scowl at the person trying to ruin their escape—a greasy-haired man covered in oozing sores, who smelled like stale urine. ‘We’re trying to get out of here so we can send people back to rescue the rest of you.’
‘You can’t escape from the Underworld,’ the greasy-haired man replied. ‘But maybe if I alert the Erinyes to your escape, they’ll reward me by letting me live in the Elysian Fields.’ He sucked in a breath. ‘ESCAPE! ESCAPE! ESCAPE!’ he shouted at the top of his lungs.
Aaron thrust his hands forward, his force field ploughing into the greasy-haired man and smacking him against the rock wall with a thud. His shouts came to an abrupt end as he crumpled to the ground.
‘What if someone heard?’ Alec gulped, gazing down the tunnel. ‘An Erinys could be heading this way right now.’
‘Then we better not be here when they come.’ Aaron took off at a run.
Freedom! Hailey cheered in her mind when they burst into the empty pit and dashed towards the entrance tunnel, crowding under it. This nightmare is almost over.

‘Do you think you’re strong enough to lift us all up at the same time?’ Jayden asked Aaron.
Aaron gazed at the entrance tunnel dozens of feet above their heads. ‘Only one way to find out.’ He extended his palms over the ground.
Tingling exploded in Hailey’s fingertips.
‘Don’t bother.’
Hailey whipped around to confront whoever had discovered them. But there was nobody there. She frowned. ‘Did anyone else hear—’ Hailey’s sentence fell away as her heart slammed against her chest.
We’re done for, she thought desolately when Hades materialised, pulling a black helmet from his head and tucking it under his arm.
Alec choked on a breath. ‘The cap of invisibility.’
Hades drummed his fingers against it, his nails clinking against the glimmering metal. ‘Yes, it has helped me in foiling many escape attempts.’ He considered the five of them for a moment. ‘I thought my wife naïve in thinking you would not attempt another escape, and you have now affirmed that. I—’
Hades’s eyes widened for a split second before he stumbled backwards and smacked against the dirt.
Aaron’s palms were raised towards him, having used his force field on the god. He redirected his hands at the ground. ‘Everyone on. Now!’
Hailey stumbled a step as Aaron raised his palms, the force field beneath her shuddering as it lurched up, rising into the air like a shaking elevator. She spared a glance back at Hades, who wasn’t moving. Yes, we’re going to make this, she cheered in her head as the force field jerked to a stop at the tunnel.
They bolted, making it all of five steps before an invisible force slammed into them like a minotaur, throwing them off the ledge.
The ground rushed towards Hailey, who bit down on a scream and prayed to the Tyches that whatever had stopped her from splatting onto the dirt the first time would do the same this time.
It did, with Hailey and her friends going immobile just inches from the ground before dropping again and clambering to their feet.
Hades loomed before them, his eyes murderous. ‘HOW DARE YOU ATTACK ME!’ he roared. ‘You will die for your insolence.’ A black fireball materialised in his palm.
‘No!’ Aaron darted in front of everyone, throwing out his arms. ‘I’m the one who knocked you over. And it was my idea to escape. Kill me and let them go.’
Demi smacked him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t be stupid. I’m not going to let you get yourself killed.’ She met Hades’s gaze. ‘We’re sorry.’
‘You have by far exceeded my patience!’ Hades drew his arm back.
This is it, Hailey thought. This is how I’m going to die: death by incineration. There was nowhere to run to, and there was definitely nothing she could say to Hades to change his mind. She closed her eyes, accepting her fate. I’m sorry, Mum.
‘Hades, wh—’
‘NO!’
Piercing screams forced Hailey’s eyes open as intense heat washed over her, making her feel as though she were standing back under the lava sky outside Hades’s palace. She stared in surprise and confusion, watching Persephone, who had materialised beside Hades, scream as the black flames from his fireball consumed her. Her screams cut off and she slumped to the ground, the smell of burnt hair lingering in the air as Hades collapsed to his knees beside her charred body.
What the Tartarus just happened? How did the fireball hit Persephone instead of us? Hailey looked at her friends for an answer and saw Aaron’s hands were raised. The fireball must’ve ricocheted off his force field and hit Persephone, she realised.
The wand peeked from Hades’s robes. Hailey lunged forward and snatched it, power rushing into her as she took aim at the god. He focused his rheumy eyes on her. ‘Wait. I don’t want to go back to sleep.’ He glanced down at Persephone. ‘I wish to die. Persephone was my sole reason for living. I cannot face an eternity without her, especially with the knowledge that I killed her. You must take the humans from here so there will be no one left to worship me.’
Trap, Hailey thought instantly. But as she watched Hades lie down beside Persephone and intertwine his fingers through what was left of her hair, she knew he was being sincere. He wanted to die. It didn’t matter if he was being truthful though. He had the power to bring back the Olympians. So letting him live wasn’t something she could risk, especially when he’d probably change his mind about dying in a couple of days and hunt Hailey and her friends down for revenge.
A tremor shot through the wand, like it was trying to make her drop it. Her grip tightened. You don’t control me—not anymore! ‘Evatatz.’ The wand’s moonstone tip glowed, and Hades collapsed beside Persephone.
Demi frowned at the two unmoving gods. ‘I don’t get it. How did Hades kill Persephone when gods are meant to be immortal?’
‘Don’t you ever listen in class?’ Alec asked with a tired shake of his head. ‘The gods are immortal, more or less, but their powers are capable of killing each other—at least the minor gods’ powers are. The Olympians are another story.’
‘Oh,’ Demi said simply. Her eyes turned to the wand in Hailey’s hand. ‘Thank the Tyches we have the wand back. Now we can zap ourselves straight to the Academy.’
Blue skies.
‘Watch out!’
Something hard slammed into Hailey from behind, knocking her to the ground. She flipped onto her back and found herself staring into the crimson eyes of an Erinys.
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Inner Demons
Searing pain erupted in Hailey’s head, and the wand slipped from her hand as she dug her nails into her scalp. ‘NO!’ she screamed as the memory she’d spent the past five years trying to forget dragged her back in time...
Hailey was eight. She was standing under an oak tree with her dad in Richmond Park, watching a herd of deer forage a dozen yards away.

‘Happy birthday, baby doll,’ Owen said, pulling a blue box from his jeans pocket.

Hailey snatched it from his hand, clawing at the white ribbon wrapped around the box, before tearing off the lid and gasping. ‘It’s beautiful! Thank you, Daddy.’ She delicately plucked the gold necklace from the box, tracing a finger over where her name was engraved on the necklace’s heart pendant. Hailey wrapped her arms around her dad. ‘Thank you. You’re the best dad in the whole world. I love you.’
Owen squeezed her back. ‘I love you too,’ he said before helping her put the necklace on. ‘But I wish you’d stop growing up so fast.’ He ruffled her hair.
She grinned. ‘Sorry, but I don’t have Mum’s powers.’ A cold raindrop slid down her cheek, and the next second the black sky poured down an onslaught of rain, sending the deer galloping for cover.
‘I don’t suppose you can do anything about this?’ Owen asked, putting a hand above his head to try and shield his face from the rain.

Hailey pushed her wet hair from her eyes. ‘I can try.’ She raised her arms towards the sky and concentrated. Blue skies, she thought over and over again, swiping at the black clouds. A couple of them shifted a few feet. But that was about it. She sighed, her arms dropping to her sides. ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m not strong enough.’
‘That’s okay. You’ll be able to do it eventually. And you did move some clouds.’ Thunder rumbled. ‘I think we’ve given your mum enough time to finish the cake anyway—and to clean up whatever disaster she’s made of the kitchen.’
Hailey giggled, imagining her mum frantically trying to clean up piles of spilt flour from the floor and oozing eggs from the bench. ‘Let’s go.’
They were racing along the tree-lined pathway that led to their street when the lightning started. Great big forks of electricity shot through the sky and thunder roared, making the earth shudder.
‘Come on, Hailey, we better hurry. I don’t like how close that sounds.’
Hailey stopped running. ‘Maybe I should try to clear the sky again, or at least push the storm back.’
‘No, we really need to g—Watch out, Hailey!’
The world flared white.
A deafening CRACK shook the air as lightning struck a tree, one of its branches exploding in flames and plunging to the ground. Owen shoved Hailey from its path; the flaming branch crashed onto his back, pinning him down.
‘DADDY!’ Hailey screamed. She fell to his side as the rain put the flames out. But it was too late; they’d already done their damage.
Her dad was dead.
The memory crushed the air from Hailey’s lungs. If she’d been a stronger Zeus—the type of Zeus the prophecy spoke of—she would have been able to send the storm away, and her dad would be alive. But she wasn’t a strong Zeus. She was a weak one. She didn’t deserve her powers.
The burning pain intensified, and the memory replayed. Hailey’s nails dug deeper into her scalp. STOP IT! she screamed inside her head, guilt wrapping tighter and tighter around her chest, crushing the very air out of her lungs.
A hand touched Hailey’s shoulder and cooling relief washed over her as the pain ebbed. She turned to the person beside her, her breath catching as her heart stumbled a beat. Her dad was there, but his pale skin wasn’t blackened from fire, and his auburn hair wasn’t singed. He looked exactly like he had before he’d died.
‘Hi, baby doll.’ Owen smiled.
Hailey glanced back at her eight-year-old self, watching as she failed to stop the storm. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said, focusing back on the man next to her. ‘Am I dead?’
‘No. At least not yet.’
‘So how are you here?’
‘It doesn’t matter.’ Owen tucked a piece of Hailey’s hair behind her ear. ‘We don’t have a lot of time. I came here to tell you that what happened to me wasn’t your fault. You were only eight. I never expected you to clear away that storm. When I was eight, I could only turn metal into a big lump of goo.’
‘But I’m a Zeus. I’m meant to be stronger.’
‘You are stronger, Hailey. You used your powers to save your friends from Scylla and a griffin.’
Her throat tightened with tears. ‘But I didn’t save you.’
Owen glanced over his shoulder, as if he’d heard someone call his name. ‘Please, Hailey, there’s not much time left,’ he said, shifting his attention back on her. ‘I need you to forgive yourself. I think you’re an incredible Zeus, and I’m so proud of you. You need to understand that what happened to me wasn’t your fault. I chose to push you out of the way, and I’d do it again. You need to forgive yourself.’ He pulled Hailey into a hug, his copper-like scent blanketing her in a feeling of safety. ‘Never forget that.’
‘I love you too.’ Hailey went to squeeze him back, but he was gone. Her head erupted in flames again, and she was faced with her eight-year-old self sobbing over her dad’s unmoving body.
Her heart pendant grew warm against her skin. She could feel her dad’s presence in it, and him telling her it was okay to let go. She didn’t know if she really had just had a conversation with him, or if her mind had fabricated the whole thing in desperation, but, either way, her life—and her friends’ lives—depended on her escaping this memory.
It wasn’t my fault that I wasn’t powerful enough to stop the storm. I forgive myself, Hailey told herself slowly, and was surprised to find she believed her words; the guilt wrapped around her chest loosened its grip and allowed her to breathe again.
The memory broke apart, shattering into a million tiny pieces that blew away like specks of sand. The agonising pain in her head was all that remained. She had to fight through it; her friends needed her, and they’d come too far and gone through too much to die now.
It took every ounce of strength Hailey had to roll on to her side, but she did it and was rewarded with blissful relief as she broke free of the Erinys’s gaze. She grabbed the wand beside her arm and took aim at the dumbfounded Erinys before her. ‘EVATATZ!’
The Erinys’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed. Hailey jumped up and whipped the wand towards the other two creatures, who were too busy torturing Jayden and Alec to notice what had happened to their sister. ‘Evatatz!’
Jayden went quiet as the Erinys staring at him thudded to the ground. Hailey redirected the wand at the one attacking Alec.
The Erinys sprang, tackling Hailey before she could get one syllable out. She slapped her hand across the creature’s face, the Erinys screeching with fury, and aimed the wand directly at her crimson eyes. ‘Evatatz.’ The Erinys stiffened.
Finally, it’s over, Hailey thought, pushing the Erinys’s limp body off her and lurching up. Her stomach twisted when she saw Aaron covered in claw marks. He was lying unconscious near an overturned cart, diamonds, rubies, and emeralds scattered in the blood pooling around him. Hailey ran towards him.
Demi was kneeling beside Aaron, cradling her arm, which had three gashes extending from her shoulder to her wrist. ‘I don’t like how much blood he’s losing,’ she said to Hailey. ‘We need to get him back to the Academy so Madam Mendem can heal him.’
‘No need.’ Hailey pointed the wand at Aaron. ‘Iatnav.’
His bleeding wounds stitched back together, the claw marks fading, not leaving so much as a scar on his skin. Aaron’s eyes flew open and he jerked up, gazing around in confusion. ‘What happened?’ He looked at the inert Erinyes. ‘Are they asleep?’
‘Yes. Hailey kicked their arses.’ Demi stood up and grimaced, blood dripping from her slashed arm.
Hailey swished the wand at her. ‘Iatnav.’ Demi’s gashes vanished as well, and even the bruise on her cheek faded.
Demi stretched out her arm and wriggled her fingers. ‘Thanks.’
‘Now all we have to do is free the prisoners,’ Alec said, staggering over with Jayden. ‘And then we can go back to the Academy.’
‘So how do we get everyone out of here when we don’t even know where half the tunnels lead?’ Jayden asked, looking at the twenty tunnels, only two of which they’d been down.
‘Leave that part to me.’ Hailey pointed the wand out in front of her, not aiming at anything in particular. ‘Nokarl navv iutwnare kar kiat Underworld iatoat.’ The wand’s moonstone tip glowed, and a second later the pit was teeming with dazed humans.
‘We’re really sorry about all of this. I’m going to send you home now,’ Hailey told them, knowing that the words couldn’t make up for what her and her friends had put them through. The best thing she could do was make sure they never remembered their imprisonment in this place. ‘Oatwatwnato rdakikarl dah kikae zvnasat nara oatkutor kda uiatoat mdaut uatoat knatatr hodaw.’ The wand blazed again, and the prisoners vanished back to where they had been taken from—minus their memories of the Underworld. ‘Our turn.’ Hailey aimed the wand at her and her friends and ordered it to take them back to Poseidon’s Academy.
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Home Sweet Home
One second Hailey was standing in the dark gloomy surroundings of Tartarus, and the next she was standing in her bright welcoming dorm, breathing in clean air that cleared her nose of the Underworld’s decaying scent.
‘Hello, bed.’ Demi jumped, landing face first on her mattress. She hugged the pillows to her head and sighed in contentment. ‘Oh, how I’ve missed you.’
‘Demi, you’re covered in dirt, now all your sheets are dirty,’ Jayden rebuked her.
‘I don’t care.’ Demi squeezed her pillows tighter. ‘I want to lie here forever.’
‘Well, we can’t.’ Alec swallowed. ‘We need tell Amathia what happened.’
‘Can’t we postpone our expulsion a little longer?’ Aaron asked.
Demi jerked up, abandoning her bed and pillows, which were now coated in dirt. ‘Oh—yeah, we’re going to be expelled, aren’t we?’
‘I’d say so,’ Hailey said. ‘Amathia already gave us a second chance. I doubt she’ll give us a third one, especially considering we were responsible for almost bringing the gods back from the dead.’
‘Can we at least use the wand to take us to her?’ Demi asked. ‘I’m so tired I don’t know if I can walk all the way downstairs.’
‘No more spells,’ Hailey said firmly. The wand had done enough damage, and she was going to make sure it didn’t do any more by giving it to Amathia. No, we must protect it, a voice whispered in her head, urging her to hide it in her chest of drawers.
She took a step towards the drawers. Stop! The wand is evil. It almost caused the prophecy to come true. It needs to be destroyed! She shoved the wand into her pocket before it could coerce her to do anything else.
‘We better bring the chest too.’ Aaron dropped to his hands and knees and fished the ornate gold chest out from under Hailey’s bed before the five of them piled into the hallway.
It was empty, but Hailey didn’t expect the rest of the palace to be. She twisted the handle on the door to the common room and braced herself for an onslaught of questions from the other first years about where they’d been for the last who-knew-how-many days, and why they looked—and smelled—like they’d been living in a sewer.
She pushed the door open and frowned. Not one student sat in the common room.
Alec scratched his head, his nails black with grime. ‘Where is everyone?’
‘I’m guessing in bed.’ Jayden glanced at his watch. ‘It’s 5.30 in the morning.’
‘Do you think Amathia will be asleep?’ Demi looked hopeful. ‘Maybe we should go back to our dorm and wait until later.’ She moved to walk back.
Jayden caught her by the arm. ‘Nymphs don’t sleep, Demi.’
She huffed. ‘Fine. Let’s proceed with the expulsion.’
Hailey took the lead down the stairs, heading towards Amathia’s classroom, since it didn’t seem like she ever left it.
She wondered what Amathia’s reaction would be when they told her exactly what her sisters had been up to. Hailey assumed she’d ban them from the palace; it was the only way to make sure they never tried anything so diabolical again, and to ensure the protection of the students and teachers.
It was a shame Hailey wouldn’t get to enjoy Poseidon’s Academy without the nereids, but she deserved to be expelled for what she’d done, even if it was inadvertent. Hailey honestly didn’t care though. She was too grateful to be alive and free from the Underworld to sob about how she’d never see the palace again.
Ten minutes later, Hailey was outside Amathia’s classroom with her friends. She didn’t hesitate as she raised her fist, her knuckles still cracked and covered in dried blood, and knocked. She wanted this whole thing over with so she could go back home, have a shower—a very long shower—go to bed, and pretend as though she hadn’t been a prisoner.
‘Since when do you knock, Nemer—’ The door opened. Amathia’s turquoise eyes widened as they fixed on Hailey and her friends. ‘You’ve returned,’ she said incredulously. ‘Come in. I must hear everything about where you’ve been.’
Hailey shuffled into the room with her friends, where Amathia sat patiently behind her desk for them to drag chairs forward.
Hailey pulled the wand from her pocket. No, you must keep it a secret. Protect it! She dropped it on Amathia’s desk, feeling the wand’s hold over her shatter like the memory of her dad dying had in the Underworld, and sank back on her chair. Aaron placed the gold chest beside it.
‘I’m relieved you are all all right,’ Amathia said, not showing the slightest surprise at the objects now sitting on her desk. ‘I believe I know where you have been, judging by the wand, but I would like to hear it from you.’
Demi blurted out the entire story: how they’d found the wand, how they’d read a spell, and how they’d ended up in the Underworld.
Hailey expected Amathia to show some shock when Demi told her about Hades and Persephone being back, but she simply nodded, as though she’d already worked that part out.
‘You have, once again, been on an adventure worthy of Homer,’ Amathia said when Demi finished her story. ‘It was wise to erase the captives’ memories so they will never remember their ordeal. And I also believe the world would rather remain ignorant of how near they came to the prophecy being fulfilled.’ Amathia’s eyes were regretful as she surveyed them. ‘I’m sorry for what you have been through. It is much more than any one person should have to endure, let alone children—I mean teenagers.’
‘It was all your sisters’ plan,’ Aaron said, anger radiating from him. ‘We heard them talking about Poseidon coming back, and we didn’t know what they meant by it until we were in the Underworld and saw Hades. Then we realised they’d known about the wand and us reading the spell the whole time.’
Amathia trailed a finger over the blue glass teardrop hanging from her neck. ‘Yes, I know all about what my sisters have been up to, and I assure you I have had words with them.’
‘Words!’ Demi cried in outrage. ‘They tried to wake up the gods—and kill us! They deserve to be kicked into the sea!’
‘I understand your frustration with them,’ Amathia replied in an even tone. ‘But Poseidon’s palace is as much their home as it is mine. I cannot force them out.’
What?! Hailey leaned her hands on the desk, careful not to touch the wand. ‘Amathia, I don’t want to be rude, but your sisters will try something like this again if you let them stay.’
‘I promise you, they won’t. If they had the means to awaken the gods in another way, they would have done so by now.’
‘Maybe that’s true, but what about their plan to kill off all the students and teachers in the palace?’ Aaron asked.
Amathia was only stunned for a second. ‘I don’t know how you learned of Nemertes’s threats, but I promise you they are empty. Nemertes is not—what’s that expression you humans sometimes use?—Ah, I remember... Nemertes is not one to get her hands dirty, nor are my other sisters. She has blustered about purging this palace of students and teachers since I first opened the Academy, but she has never taken action. All the same, I do keep a close eye on my sisters to ensure they don’t harm anyone. I will admit, I did let this duty of mine lax slightly this year, and, as a consequence, you five were harmed. But I will not let them out of my sight again.’ Amathia picked up the wand. ‘I will have to destroy it so nothing like this can occur again.’
Hailey’s fingers itched for her to snatch the wand back. She fisted her hands and pinned them to her sides. ‘Are we expelled now?’
‘Of course not. None of this was your fault.’
Um, what? Amathia was letting them off the hook again?
‘Wasn’t everything our fault?’ Alec countered. ‘I read the spell that woke up two gods and the Erinyes, and we kept the wand a secret from you.’
Amathia placed the wand back on her desk, splaying her fingers over the top of it, as if holding it down. ‘Wands are immensely powerful—especially Hecate’s—they are infused with so much magic that it grants them life. A life they protect by casting a spell over everyone who touches them to never reveal their existence to anyone who would seek to destroy them.’ Amathia tapped her fingers on the wand. ‘As I’m a spirit, I’m immune to the wand’s power, but the five of you were not. The wand used its magic to coerce you to do its bidding.’
Hailey didn’t know what to be more shocked about: that Amathia wasn’t expelling them or that the wand had basically possessed them.
‘There is one thing I would ask you to do,’ Amathia said. ‘I believe it wise not to tell anyone where you have been, as it will only serve to create a mass panic.’
Hailey could see it now. If she told the other students about her time in the Underworld, they would tell their parents, who would then tell their friends, and pretty soon the entire world would know some of the gods still lived. People would be terrified of the prophecy coming true, and that would mean everyone would look to Hailey to do something. No way did she want that.
‘What do we tell them instead?’ Hailey asked.
‘That you snuck into a forbidden part of the palace and wandered into a room that traps all who enter it.’
Alec leaned forward, curiosity gleaming in his eyes. ‘Is there really a room like that here?’
‘What about Alec’s powers?’ Aaron asked before Amathia could answer. ‘He could’ve walked through the door and gotten help.’
‘Not if he were wearing a neutralising bracelet,’ Amathia contradicted.
Demi crossed her arms. ‘That’s kind of boring. Could we tell people we got trapped in a room with a monster and had to kill it instead?’
‘Your version is fine,’ Jayden cut in, shooting Demi a chiding look.
‘Yeah, we’ll tell everyone what you said,’ Hailey agreed.
‘Thank you.’ Amathia bowed her head.




Epilogue
THE MISSING 718 REMAIN CLUELESS
One month has passed since the missing 718 returned home with no memory as to who kidnapped them or where they were being kept. Hecates have been working extensively with the missing 718 to restore their memories, but, as yet, no potion they have brewed has worked. While police are assuring everyone that they are continuing their investigation into the kidnappings, it doesn’t look promising that the world will ever learn the mystery of who kidnapped the missing 718 and why.
Good, Hailey thought, tossing the newspaper onto her clamshell nightstand. If the Hecates hadn’t worked out how to restore the prisoners’ memories by now, then they probably never would, which meant no one, besides her, her friends, and a few teachers, would ever know the truth about the Underworld and the gods.
‘This is impossible.’ Demi was wrestling with the zipper on her suitcase.
‘You’d probably be able to shut it if you folded everything up instead of shoving it all in,’ Hailey remarked, stacking a pile of clothes into her own suitcase, which was open on her bed.
‘Too late for that now.’ Demi plunked down on her suitcase lid and zipped it closed. ‘Yes,’ she cheered.
Hailey laughed and closed her suitcase. ‘I can’t believe it’s been a year. Or that we actually survived it.’
‘Yeah, those exams were pret-ty hard.’
‘I meant about us almost getting expelled twice, and nearly being killed by Scylla, a knoxen, a griffin, Fifth, Hades, and the Erinyes.’
‘Hades and the Erinyes? I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was too busy being trapped in a room.’ Demi smirked.
Hailey tossed a pillow at her. ‘Come on, let’s go.’
They wheeled their suitcases down to the common room, which was already packed with soon-to-be second years.
‘Out of my way.’
Someone bashed into Hailey, who had to press a hand to her suitcase to keep from falling. She glared at Venus sauntering away with the twins.
‘Bet you wish you could punch her again,’ Demi muttered.
Hailey clenched her hand into a fist. ‘You have no idea.’ Considering what had happened to them in the Underworld, Amathia had allowed Hailey breaking Venus’s nose to slide. She doubted she’d get away with doing it a second time.
‘Ready to go home?’ Jayden asked, pushing towards them with Alec and Aaron.
‘Definitely,’ Hailey replied. All she wanted to do was go home, hug her mum, and never have to think about what had happened to her in the Underworld again.
‘Excuse me,’ Madam Grayson said, making her way past them with the chest of travelling necklaces. She stopped in the middle of the room, the students forming a circle around her. ‘I think we’ve had a pretty good year, and I have every hope next year will be even better,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’d like to remind you your report cards will be mailed in the next couple of weeks and are for your parents to open, not you.’ Madam Grayson paused to make sure this last bit sank in. ‘I hope you all have a wonderful holiday, and I look forward to seeing you next year.’ She placed the chest on the ground and took a couple of cautious steps back.
‘Demi, we can wait,’ Jayden called as Demi leapt into the horde of students diving for the chest, everyone seeming eager to escape the school—or more like escape schoolwork.
Hailey wanted to follow her, but a fear of being trampled kept her from joining the throng. ‘I think she’s pretty desperate to get home after everything we’ve been through.’
‘Who can blame her?’ Alec said. ‘I hope next year isn’t as eventful.’
Aaron crossed his arms. ‘Yeah, we’ll see about that.’
‘Got them,’ Demi announced, squeezing her way back through the crowd of dematerialising students and handing them each a necklace.
‘Thanks.’ Hailey slipped the necklace over her head. ‘See you in a couple of days.’ She shut her eyes and thought of home.
‘Hailey!’ Evonee leapt from Hailey’s bed and yanked her into an excruciatingly tight hug.
‘I missed you too, Mum, but you’re kind of crushing me.’
Evonee released her. ‘Sorry. I’ve been wanting to do that since the school told me you were missing again. I can’t believe you got locked in a room for two nights. How does that even happen?’
Hailey hated lying to her mum, which is why she decided to tell her the truth. ‘Actually, we weren’t locked in a room. We were in the Underworld—prisoners of Hades in fact. We met the Erinyes and Persephone as well. But Hades accidentally killed Persephone. We put Hades and the Erinyes back to sleep, so you don’t have to worry about them doing any more damage,’ Hailey said all of this very casually.
Evonee chuckled. ‘You have such a big imagination. If you’re too embarrassed to tell me how you got yourself locked up that’s fine.’
It was the exact reaction Hailey had assumed her mum would have. The truth was pretty unbelievable. But it had been the truth, and if it ever came up again and her mum realised Hailey really had been in the Underworld for two days, Hailey could say that she’d told her all about it and she hadn’t believed her.
‘Why don’t you settle in a bit and then come downstairs. I’ll make pizza for lunch.’ Evonee kissed Hailey on the head before ruffling her hair, the gesture reminding her of her dad.
She opened her mouth to call her mum back as she left the room, but stopped herself. While she was tempted to tell her about seeing her dad, Hailey didn’t know if it had even been real. Her mind had been about to implode on itself from pain and guilt, so the more reasonable explanation for her dad suddenly coming back from the dead was a hallucination to help her survive all that.
But what if it really was him? It had felt so real, and she could still smell his coppery scent as he’d hugged her goodbye. Real or not, her dad had saved her life and made her see that she wasn’t the giant failure she’d been spending the last five years thinking she was.
‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said, clutching her heart pendant and sagging back onto her bed.
She was finally home—and in one piece. She was still in disbelief over her first year at Poseidon’s Academy. When she’d jumped into that whirlpool, she’d never thought her year would consist of battling monsters, two gods, and the Erinyes. She wanted to believe that her second year wouldn’t be nearly as action packed, but with the nereids hanging around the palace, it was doubtful.
But that was next year’s problem.
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Greek Mythology Pronunciation Guide
(Note: this is a general guide only. Certain names have varying pronunciations.)
THE GODS
Aphrodite: afro-die-tee
Apollo: uh-pol-o
Ares: air-eez
Artemis: ar-tuh-miss
Asclepius: as-kleh-pee-uhs
Athena: uh-thee-na
Demeter: deh-mee-tur
Gaia: guy-uh
Hades: hay-deez
Hecate: hek-uh-tay
Hephaestus: huh-fes-tus
Hera: hair-uh
Heracles: hair-uh-cleez
Hermes: her-meez
Hypnos: hip-nos
Morpheus: more-fee-us
Persephone: per-sef-uh-nee
Poseidon: poh-sigh-den
Thanatos: than-uh-tos
Tyche: ty-key
Zeus: zoos
NYMPHS
Dryad: dry-ad
Naid: ney-ad
Nereid: neer-ee-id
MONSTERS AND CREATURES
Arachne: uh-rak-nee
Cyclops/Cyclopes: sigh-clops/sigh-clo-peez
Erinys/Erinyes: e-rin-es/e-rin-eez
Gorgon: gaw-gon
Harpy: hahr-pee
Hippocampus/Hippocampi: hip-uh-kam-pus/hip-uh-kam-pee
Hydra: hy-druh
Medusa: meh-doo-sa
Minotaur: min-uh-tor
Pegasus/Pegasi: peg-uh-suhs/peg-uh-see
Siren: sigh-ren
Sphinx: sfingks
Stymphalian Birds: stim-fey-lee-uhn birds
PLACES
Olympus: uh-lim-pus
Tartarus: tar-ta-rus




1
Welcome Back
Hailey rocketed through the sea, the reefs below a blur of rainbow. She stopped suddenly, shooting upwards out of the water. ‘I’m not too late,’ she said, sighing with relief to see the Ethiopian city crowded with mud brick houses a hundred yards away, where laughing children chased each other through the dirt streets, while their parents bartered at the marketplace, oblivious to the threat lurking in the sea.
A giggle snapped Hailey’s attention to her left, where six nereids wearing flowing blue dresses lounged on a rock lapped by the sea. The nereids’ bloodthirsty eyes were trained on the city.
Hailey surged over to them and slammed her fist against the rock with a bang. ‘You must end this! There is still time.’
Nemertes, the nereid nearest Hailey, flicked her dark wavy hair behind her shoulder. ‘No. They need to be punished. They insulted us.’
‘A mistake. A careless slip of words. Please, Nemertes.’
Nemertes’s green eyes met Hailey’s, glee sparkling in them. ‘It’s already begun. He is here.’
The sea began rising and churning as if an angry monster were waking from its sleep. Higher and higher the water climbed, forming a forty-foot tidal wave in front of Hailey that remained frozen in place, like an enormous wall of water. The nereids laughed and clapped. 
‘Tell him to stop, Nemertes. Please!’
A wicked smile curved the nymph’s lips. ‘Too late.’
The wave shot forward, ploughing through the city like a swarm of charging sea-monsters, turning buildings to rubble and sweeping the city’s population into the sea. 
‘Daddy! Daddy!’ a girl screamed, clinging desperately to the side of a door as she reached a hand down to a dark shape sinking below her. Her dad, Hailey thought, tears burning her throat. 
All she could hear was screaming. Desperate people trying to find their loved ones as they held tight to the debris—ripped off doors, shattered tables, and pieces of thatched roofing—floating through a sea of bobbing bodies that was quickly turning a dark red as dirt mixed with blood. 
‘Go on then, save your precious humans,’ Nemertes said, spitting the last word as though it were poison. 
A groan erupted from the sea, so loud the water vibrated, rippling as if in fear of what was coming. Hailey’s muscles stiffened and icicles shot through her heart. ‘Surely he wouldn’t.’
The sea churned again as if another tidal wave was forming. But what emerged was much worse. A monster exploded from the water, rising up on a serpent tail as tall as the tidal wave had been. Tentacles hung from its body like gangly arms, thrashing just above the sea. Its head was round and smooth with two black eyes staring from its forehead. The rest of its face was one big mouth—seriously, the thing could swallow a ship—crammed with rows of razor-sharp teeth. 
A kraken!
The sea-monster roared, shaking the earth and Hailey’s insides. The floundering people screamed and tried to swim away as one of the monster’s tentacles shot out and wrapped around a woman, tossing her into the monster’s mouth.
‘NO!’ Hailey couldn’t believe this was happening. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to cry. And most of all she wanted to get away. 
But she didn’t do any of those things. Instead, she swam towards the kraken. Another tentacle shot out, snaking around a boy no older than nine. ‘MOTHER!’ he screamed, the terror in his voice tearing straight through Hailey.
She zoomed towards him, shooting through the water like a torpedo, and grabbed the monster’s tentacle, which was as thick as a tree trunk, before it could lift the boy. She yanked it, grey slime from its skin oozing between her fingers. The monster’s grip tightened, turning the boy’s sobs into gasps for air.
‘Let him go!’ She clawed at the tentacle, stripping dull grey scales off with her fingernails. 
Hot breath that reeked of rotting flesh enveloped Hailey, sending her gaze shooting up. Two black eyes glowered back at her, a mere foot from her face, hunger and rage burning in them. The monster’s teeth, which were the size of Hailey, gnashed together. 
She strangled a scream and spoke up. ‘You can’t have him! Leave. Return to where you slumbered.’ 
The kraken growled and raised its head, its other tentacles slapping the sea, sending a spray of water over Hailey. 
The boy’s lips were blue, his breaths coming in tiny gasps. ‘It won’t harm me. You’re safe,’ she told him, just as the kraken lifted him.
Hailey’s hand shot out, her fingers wrapping around the boy’s leg. A part of her wanted to let go and swim to land, but her hand clenched tighter. She dangled in front of the monster’s open mouth. Great. I’m about to become lunch. 
The kraken roared, flecks of drool spraying Hailey’s face, and tossed the boy. Her grip slipped from his leg; he reached for her, arms flailing as the sea soared towards them. 
Everything flashed white. The whiteness disappeared, and Hailey found herself sitting in a classroom with walls covered in yellowing pieces of parchment. They contained everything from the family trees of the Titans, to information about the Olympians and events they’d been involved in, such as the Titanomachy. Hailey wasn’t alone; other students sat in scallop-shell chairs and at polished-coral desks around her. 
‘And that was my way of saying welcome back to Ancient History.’ Amathia stood at the front of the room, before a long coral desk. She was the same as Hailey remembered her from last year, with flawless skin and platinum blonde hair that draped over her pale blue flowing dress. A blue glass teardrop hanging from a thin chain glistened around her neck. 
Her hand rested beside a crystal orb on her desk. In Goldarin—the language of the gods and the first race of humans—it was called a watwdaom nnavv, which translated to memory ball. When someone touched it, they could transport everyone in the room into whatever memory they were thinking about.
That’s what had just happened. Hailey had been in one of Amathia’s memories, reliving it through Amathia’s body, which she had had no control over. She’d felt terrified facing the kraken, but she didn’t feel terrified now. The watwdaom nnavv worked by blocking a person’s emotions about a memory when they came out of it. Hailey was grateful for that, because it meant the sea-monster she’d met wouldn’t haunt her dreams. 
‘Can anyone tell me what event that was?’ Amathia asked.
Alec raised his gangly arm. He was one of Hailey’s best friends, which meant she knew he was struggling with both his shyness and wanting to show off his knowledge. 
Amathia’s turquoise-coloured eyes settled on him. ‘Yes, Alec?’
‘The memory was from when Queen Cassiopeia of Ethiopia insulted the nereids by saying she was more beautiful than them. Poseidon flooded their city and sent a kraken as punishment.’ 
‘Well done.’ 
Alec blushed and lowered his eyes, running a hand through his blond hair. ‘For those unfamiliar with the story, it ended with King Cepheus and Queen Cassiopeia offering their daughter, Andromeda, to the kraken as a sacrifice. Thankfully, Perseus saved her and slayed the monster.’ Amathia paused, allowing everyone to scribble notes. ‘You all know your ancestors killed the gods in the Great Battle and absorbed their powers, which is why everyone in the world has a power,’ Amathia continued, her dress shimmering like the iridescent scales of a fish when she moved. ‘This year’s focus is on what drove your ancestors to this act. In other words, we will be exploring the gods’ callous and vengeful nature. Class dismissed.’ 
‘Am I the only one wondering why the monster didn’t swallow Amathia?’ Demi asked while everyone stuffed their books into their bags. 
Jayden shook his head, his gelled black hair not moving an inch. ‘You really need to start listening in class. When we learned about nymphs last year, Madam Grayson told us sea-monsters can’t hurt nereids because Poseidon put a protection spell on them, don’t you remember?’
Demi slung her bag over her shoulder, a few strands of her wavy brown hair getting caught under the strap. ‘Nope. But I do remember how much I’ve missed this place. I’m excited to be back.’
Hailey headed for the door with her friends. ‘Going to a school that travels underwater and is run by a nereid who teaches history through her memories, what’s not to like?’
They joined the stream of students in the hallway. Like the rest of the palace, the floor was made of white pearls—there were thousands of them, probably even millions—and the frosted crystal walls adorned with seashells and jewels glittered in the light coming from the glowing orbs floating beneath the ceiling. 
‘Aaron, are you coming?’ Jayden called over his shoulder. 
Aaron was the last member of Hailey’s group. His brown hair was in its usual “bed-head” style, and he stared behind him, as if expecting someone to charge out. ‘Yeah, I’m coming.’ 
‘What’s the matter with you?’ Demi asked when he caught up. ‘You’ve been as quiet as Alec lately.’
‘Hey!’ Alec interjected.
Aaron shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘No reason. Let’s go.’
They weaved through a maze of hallways, passing through an archway back into the main entrance. A glass statue of Poseidon raising his trident stood in the centre of the open space, between a pair of crystal staircases curving their way upstairs. 
‘Where to?’ Demi asked. ‘Since classes are done for the day, I’m thinking outside.’ 
‘Sounds good,’ Hailey said. 
They headed through the mother-of-pearl double doors across from the stairs and stepped into the enormous grounds, the sharp scent of salt drifting up Hailey’s nostrils. Sea-anemones and coral formed bright gardens of pinks, purples, blues, and greens. Between them grew trees with coral trunks, each blooming different types of jewels every colour of the sea—there were sapphire trees, azure trees, tanzanite trees, and so many more. Other trees grew big bunches of pearls, and some trees were draped in seaweed, resembling weeping willows, with sea-shell flowers dotting them. 
Hailey gazed down as she walked behind her friends. The diamond ground was transparent, so every step was like walking on water. She had a clear view of the rainbow reefs below, and the fish that darted between them. 
Her gaze drifted to the sea surrounding the grounds, which stretched over the top of the palace like a dome of water. A force field held it back from flooding in on them like a tsunami.
‘This will do.’ Demi plopped beside a pile of fallen sapphires the colour of the sea. 
Aaron cleared his throat as everyone sat down. ‘So I wanted to ask you guys something. Would you like to take part in the obstacle course race with me this weekend?’
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘Obstacle course race?’
‘Yeah, the one Amathia mentioned at the welcome back dinner yesterday.’ Aaron combed a hand through his hair. ‘She and some of the teachers transformed an island—the Isle of Trials—into an obstacle course when Poseidon’s Academy first opened. The palace passes by it every two years, so Amathia likes to change the obstacles and hold a race.’
Demi shook her head. ‘Sounds too sporty. That’s probably why I blanked out when she was talking about it at dinner.’
Hailey curled her legs beside her. ‘Yeah, me too.’ She didn’t want to spend her weekend jumping over hurdles and climbing up ropes, or whatever happened in obstacle races.
‘I’d rather study,’ Alec admitted. 
‘How about we do the next one?’ Jayden suggested.
Aaron shrugged. ‘I guess it doesn’t really matter anyway.’
‘Sports never do.’ Demi snatched a sapphire from the ground. ‘Do you think anyone will notice if I take this?’
Jayden plucked the jewel from her hand and tossed it back in the pile. ‘That’s called stealing.’
Demi rolled her emerald green eyes. ‘I guess Mr Moral is back.’ 
Hailey tuned out, not in the mood for Demi and Jayden’s bickering. She glanced at the palace, thinking it belonged in a fairy tale, with its blue crystal exterior sparkling with the colours of a rainbow as imitation sunlight glinted off its turrets and spires. 
She remembered how amazed she’d been when she’d first seen it last year, and how she’d thought she’d have the best experience of her life here. Everything changed when Hailey met Amathia’s sisters and learned they wanted to kill everyone and resurrect the gods. Thanks to them, Hailey and her friends had been imprisoned in the Underworld. 
She shuddered at the memories of the Erinyes’ fiery gazes burning into her head. Amathia had given Hailey and her friends a potion after they’d escaped back to Poseidon’s palace, which was supposed to have acted like the memory ball and blocked emotions that related to their time in the Underworld. But Hailey still had nightmares about that horrible place… the stench of death that hung in the air, the sky of lava, and the rooms that had brought her worst fears to life. 
She wondered if her friends were having nightmares too; she wasn’t brave enough to ask. Whenever the Underworld came up in conversation, they seemed nonchalant about everything that had happened, which made her think she was weaker than them. And that wasn’t something she wanted to admit to.
‘Gaia to Hailey.’
‘Huh?’ Hailey focused her attention on Jayden.
‘We were talking about the nereids and how we need to start spying on them again so we can learn if they’ve got another plan in the works.’ 
‘I thought you and Demi were arguing about stealing.’ 
Demi tossed a sapphire at her; it bounced off Hailey’s blazer and chinked against the diamond ground. ‘That was five minutes ago.’ 
‘Heads up everyone, the evil trio is on the move,’ Aaron warned. 
Venus was sashaying towards them with her twin sidekicks, Nerissa and Cleo. Hailey was disappointed to see that they hadn’t developed acne or warts to ruin their faces, with all three of them still looking beyond beautiful. Even the trio’s curls were pristine, with Venus’s blonde locks not having a single hair out of place, and the twins’ waist-length dark hair gleaming. 
Venus’s violet eyes contained a mixture of smugness and hatred when they met Hailey’s. ‘I hope you weren’t thinking that I’d forgotten about what you did to me last year.’
‘Trust me, Venus, it’s something I replay in my mind every day,’ Hailey replied, flashing back to when she’d punched Venus in the nose last year. In Hailey’s defence, she’d been on her way to save the world. And okay, maybe a part of her had wanted to break Venus’s nose to get her back for acting like a harpy. 
‘Well, you’re about to regret it.’ Pink mist seeped from Venus’s mouth like a puff of smoke, engulfing Aaron. 
Aaron coughed and swiped it away. ‘Yuck! You need a mint.’ 
Venus’s jaw dropped, and the twins exchanged dumfounded looks, their deep blue eyes practically popping out of their heads. ‘Wh… how did you…’ Venus stammered, clearly not used to her powers failing.
‘I got Madam Norwood to create a potion for the boys that would make them immune to your powers,’ Demi said, grinning with satisfaction. ‘Now take your love-inducing breath and go away.’ 
Venus glared, clenching and un-clenching her fists. Hailey tensed, ready for Venus to launch at her, but a smile spread across her face instead, and she turned to the twins, whispering something to them. 
Nerissa and Cleo exchanged a smirk before opening their mouths and singing. Notes sweeter than a triple-coated Ares chocolate bar drifted into the air, entrancing Hailey with their ethereal beauty, making her forget about everything but that sweet, sweet music floating around her like an enchanting spell. 
Hailey snapped back to her senses the moment the song ended. ‘And that achieved what exactly? Jayden, Alec, and Aaron are immune to siren powers too.’
Venus’s smile widened. ‘They weren’t singing for them.’ 
Hailey glanced past Venus, her eyes widening when she spotted seven boys marching towards Nerissa and Cleo, their faces blank, like their brains had been reset. Not good. She shot to her feet with her friends. ‘Ideas anyone?’ 
‘I’ll take the three on the left,’ Demi declared. ‘That leaves one each for the rest of you.’ 
Alec stepped backwards. ‘I’m not big on fighting.’
‘You’re half Heracles,’ Demi scoffed, the marching boys only ten yards from them now. ‘The god of strength was a born fighter and you should be too.’ She grabbed his wrist and yanked him forward. 
‘We can’t hurt them,’ Jayden interjected. ‘Fighting us isn’t their choice. They’re being controlled.’ 
‘Then I guess we’ll just have to convince them to leave.’ Aaron raised his palms. A slight shimmer in the air before him was the only sign he’d created a force field. He shoved it towards the evil trio. Their smirks turned to gasps of surprise and pain as they flew backwards, thudding down next to a tree growing aquamarines. 
‘Attack them!’ the twins shouted, untangling themselves from Venus. 
‘Stay behind my force field,’ Aaron instructed everyone, keeping his hands raised. 
A tall boy materialised behind Aaron. Hailey recognised him as Brennan—a student in her year who was usually shy and quiet. But right now he looked empty—with the same dead stare the other boys had. He grabbed Aaron’s shoulders and vanished before Hailey could even comprehend what was happening. 
‘Aaron.’ She grasped at the air where he’d been.
‘Watch out!’ Jayden yelled. 
Hailey whirled around. A wave as high as the palace’s second floor broke through the grounds’ force field and slammed her into a tanzanite tree, a few jewels pelting her head. She lay stunned for a few heartbeats, shivering against the icy water soaking into her clothes, before dragging her aching body up and gazing around to make sure her friends were okay. 
Alec had landed in a sea-anemone garden, where he yelped, trying to escape the stinging plants. Jayden was standing in the same spot as before. Hailey assumed he’d used his Poseidon powers to avoid being swept away. Another boy stood not far from him, appearing perfectly dry. Hailey guessed he was the Poseidon who’d created the wave, especially considering the other five boys were floundering on the ground. Hailey couldn’t see Demi, and Aaron was still missing. Where did Brennan take him? 
A fireball soared past Hailey’s face, coming so close she was sure it’d singed off a few hairs. She whipped around, water flying from her auburn hair. One of the coerced boys stood a yard away. Hailey barely had a second to spot the fireball balanced in his hand before he hurled it at her. 
She leapt aside, adrenaline pumping through her body, and raised her hands above her head, expecting to feel her powers surge into her fingertips. 
But nothing happened. 
She glanced at the sky of water. Medusa. Just for a second, she’d forgotten she was underwater and her powers didn’t work. That second of distraction cost her.
A fireball struck her shoulder, its flames sizzling to smoke against her midnight blue blazer. Thank the Tyches my uniform is too wet to catch fire! she thought, just as another fireball materialised in her attacker’s hand. Hailey charged at him, dropping into a somersault as he pitched it and kicking her leg out. The boy fell backwards as his fireball sailed into a jade tree, singeing its coral trunk before fizzling into smoke.
‘Get off me!’ the fireball thrower roared as Hailey leapt on top of him, pinning him against the diamond ground. A heartbeat later, hands closed around her arms and yanked her up.
She couldn’t see who was restraining her arms, but Venus loomed before her. Hailey had never loathed her more than she did in that moment. ‘You’ve gone too far. I punched you in the nose. You sending a group of boys to attack me and my friends is hardly fair revenge.’ 
‘Really? I don’t think I’ve gone far enough.’ Venus clenched her hand into a fist. ‘I’ve been waiting two months for this.’ She drew her fist back. 
Hailey was gobsmacked. Venus was actually going to punch her after she’d just been slammed into a tree and hit with a fireball. I don’t think so. Hailey kicked back her leg.
‘Hailey Woods! Venus Montgomery! Don’t you dare!’ Madam Grayson, the second year overseer, stood at the palace’s entrance. ‘I can’t believe what I’m seeing.’
Hailey followed her overseer’s fiery gaze. Demi had a hand raised at a tree, where two boys hung wrapped in its seaweed branches. Her other hand was aimed at the ground, where the twins squirmed, trying to escape from the sea-anemones’ stinging tentacles wrapped around their arms and legs like rope. 
‘Return everything to normal and come straight to my classroom!’ Madam Grayson marched back into the palace, her long dark plait swishing behind her. 
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An Unfair Punishment
Venus turned on Hailey with venomous eyes. ‘If I have to wear a neutralising bracelet, you’re dead.’ 
‘You started this.’
‘No, you did when you punched me,’ she snarled and shoved Hailey, sending her slipping on the wet ground and crashing against the diamond floor. 
She balled her hands into fists, biting down her rage as Venus stomped towards the palace with Brennan. The twins joined them, along with the boys they’d intoxicated. If the sky had been above her instead of water, Hailey would have blown the evil trio away on a gust of wind so strong it would have sent them to the other side of the world. 
‘Come on, we better go see Madam Grayson before she gets even angrier,’ Jayden said, reaching a hand down to help her up. 
Demi and Alec waited for them by the palace doors. Ugly red welts covered Alec’s hands and face from where the sea-anemones had stung him, and Demi was hugging her arms, shivering,
Jayden cringed. ‘Ooh, Alec, that doesn’t look good.’
‘Are you okay, Dems?’ Hailey asked. 
‘Yeah, that s-s-stupid wave knocked me thr-r-rough the force fi-ield with a couple of t-t-the other boys. The water-r-r was free-e-ezing.’ Her teeth chattered. ‘On the plus-s side, it knocked the b-b-boys out of the s-sirens’ s-spell—once we were b-b-back in the grounds-s, they b-bolted into the pal-lace.’ 
Jayden wrapped an arm around her. ‘We’ll have to remember that for the future.’
Alec frowned. ‘Where’s Aaron? I thought he would have been back from wherever Brennan took him by now.’
Hailey glanced around the grounds again, making sure she hadn’t missed him. But he was nowhere. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Guess we’ll have to ask Brennan,’ Jayden said. ‘Come on, time to face the Fates.’
Reluctantly, they entered the palace and trudged up to the second floor, leaving a trail of water behind them. Hailey didn’t know what Madam Grayson would do. Technically, Hailey and her friends had been defending themselves, but she doubted Madam Grayson would let them off, especially since she’d seen Hailey about to kick Venus. Ugh, why does Venus have to ruin everything?
‘Don’t say anything stupid,’ Jayden muttered to Demi before they piled into Madam Grayson’s classroom.
Drawings and photos of ferocious monsters like the griffin, with its half-eagle-half-lion body, and docile creatures like the golden hind, with its gleaming gold fur and antlers, covered the jewel and seashell-encrusted walls. Madam Grayson sat behind her long polished-coral desk, her usual kind face radiating scorn. 
This won’t be fun, Hailey thought with dread, dragging a chair to the front and sitting next to Venus and the twins. Hailey’s friends joined her a second later. 
Madam Grayson tapped her fingers against her desk. ‘Where’s Aaron?’ 
‘We’d like to know the answer to that too.’ Demi shot Venus a glare. ‘Venus got Brennan to take him somewhere.’ 
‘Where is he, Venus?’ Madam Grayson demanded.
‘Brennan put him in a locked room—he’s fine. And I only asked Brennan to do it because Aaron used his force field against me and the twins. We were defending ourselves, Madam Grayson.’ Her voice was all innocence. 
‘Liar!’ Demi cried out. ‘You attacked us, and you almost drowned me with that wave.’
‘You wrapped us up in sea-anemones,’ Nerissa snapped back. 
‘And they stung—a lot,’ Cleo added. 
‘I know.’ Alec trailed his fingers over a welt on his face and winced.
‘Enough.’ Madam Grayson slammed her hand on the desk, making everyone jump. ‘I warned you last year that if you didn’t start getting along, I would take measures to ensure you did. Now, I’m sure you’re aware the biennial obstacle course race is on this weekend.’
They nodded.
‘Well, you’ll be participating—as a team.’ 
‘No,’ Venus gaped, horror-struck. ‘I hate sports. My nails will get ruined.’ She showed Madam Grayson her sparkling ice pink nails as if she thought their pristine state would warrant her overseer’s sympathy. 
‘You can either participate in the obstacle course as a team, or you can wear neutralising bracelets for a month—’
‘We’ll take the obstacle course,’ Demi said before Madam Grayson even finished her sentence. 
Venus stared at her nails and sighed. ‘Fine, the obstacle course it is.’ 
‘Good. You might just learn to get along. You’re also getting a week’s worth of detention.’
‘But—’
Jayden kicked Demi’s chair, cutting her off. 
‘If I hear of any more fighting between you, you’ll be completing the obstacle course with neutralising bracelets.’ 
So unfair, Hailey thought, pressing her lips together. Why should she and her friends get punished when they hadn’t done anything wrong? She’d rather wear the neutralising bracelet than be forced to team-up with Venus. But she didn’t argue, because for once the evil trio was being punished too. 
‘I’d like you four to stay.’ Madam Grayson pointed to Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Alec. ‘Venus, find Aaron.’
Venus nodded and slithered off with the twins.
‘It was really all Venus,’ Demi grumbled. 
‘I didn’t ask you to stay because of that. I asked you to stay because I wanted to check in and see how you’re coping being back, considering what happened last year.’
Hailey’s heart skipped a beat as her mind flashed back to the Underworld… being trapped in the dark hatch with water to her waist… watching her dad die over and over again. She had no intention of admitting to her lingering fears—unless her friends did.
‘We’re fine.’ Demi’s voice was nonchalant, as if she were referring to an incident as simple as them being locked in a room overnight, rather than them fighting for their lives in the most terrifying place in existence. 
‘Yeah, that potion Madam Norwood gave us worked,’ Jayden added. ‘I don’t feel anything when I think about what happened to us in the Underworld.’
‘I’m kind of glad it happened,’ Alec said. ‘We got to see the Elysian Fields.’ He was acting like it had been the greatest excursion of his life. 
I guess I’m the only weak one.
‘If you ever start feeling differently, you can always talk to me,’ Madam Grayson said, her warm smile returning. ‘Okay, you can go now. And I know Venus instigated what happened today, but I can’t let you get away with fighting back. I realise you don’t get along, but at least try to be civilised. Please.’
‘Well, that was totally unfair,’ Demi declared the second they were out of the classroom and walking back down the hallway, towards the stairs. ‘She knows Venus was responsible for everything and she’s still punishing us. I had no intention of doing the stupid obstacle course before, and now we have to do it with Venus and the twins. Worst. Punishment. Ever!’
‘Technically, we shouldn’t have been fighting. We should have found a way to get a teacher,’ Alec said as they passed by their Creative Arts classroom, the beautiful melody of a violin drifting out from behind the closed door. 
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘You’re as bad as Jayden.’
‘Aaron!’ Hailey said in relief, spotting him coming up the stairs a few yards ahead of them. 
‘Thank the Tyches you’re okay,’ Aaron said, striding towards them. ‘Brennan trapped me in a locked room. So what happened? Your face looks awful by the way, Alec—you should probably get Madam Mendem to heal you.’
‘I—’ Alec began.
‘I basically took everyone down with my powers,’ Demi said, cutting Alec off. ‘But then Madam Grayson spoiled everything. And now we have to compete in that stupid obstacle course with Venus and the twins.’
‘Oh.’ Aaron frowned. ‘That seems like a weird punishment.’
‘She’s hoping it’ll make us best friends or something,’ Demi said with a wave of her hand. ‘But it’ll only make me hate them more.’ 
Hailey had to agree it was a pretty stupid plan that would most likely end with them killing each other. 
***
Hailey stood back in Tartarus, in the vast pit where she had watched a fireball consume Persephone. Rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and countless other jewels glittered in the rock walls, and the stench of rotten eggs hung in the air, so strong Hailey gagged. She had hoped never to return to the Underworld again; the place where she’d learned the gods were still alive and waiting for someone to wake them up so they could re-enslave the human race. 
Her fingertips tingled in warning of approaching danger, and her eyes shot to the twenty tunnels carved into the walls. 
‘They’re coming, Hailey!’ Demi sprinted from one of the tunnels with Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, their faces white with terror. 
‘Who’s coming?’
A woman’s voice echoed around the pit, reciting the prophecy Hailey had spent her life running from. ‘The gods will one day return to claim back their thrones. Only the one born with the powers of Zeus, who can shoot lightning from their hands, will be able to defeat them.’
Lightning struck the ground near Hailey’s feet, Zeus materialising in the bright flashes of light. The other Olympians blinked into existence around him, their steely eyes locking on to Hailey and her friends. 
‘You have to stop them, Hailey. You have to save the world!’ Aaron shouted.
Hailey stumbled back from the Olympians, shaking her head. ‘No. I can’t shoot lightning from my hands. I’m not the one the prophecy speaks of.’ 
‘You have to, Hailey,’ Jayden begged. ‘They’ll destroy the world.’ 
Hailey stared at her hands, willing them to fill with electricity, and then at the Olympians, who stood silently watching. She extended her fingers towards Zeus and concentrated on pushing her powers through her fingertips.
Nothing happened.
Zeus’s hand shot out, lightning streaking from his fingers like an explosion of light. 
Hailey smothered a scream as her eyes flew open and she shot up in bed. Just a dream, she told herself, pressing a hand to her racing heart. The gods aren’t back. The prophecy isn’t coming true. 
She blew out a long breath and laid back down, her sea-sponge mattress moulding around her body. It was the third time she’d had that nightmare. The first time had been a month ago—around the same time the potion’s anti-anxiety effects had worn off. 
The nightmare always left her stomach in knots. She hated being reminded of the prophecy. She used to ignore those stupid words about a Zeus having to defend the world against the gods, believing the gods were dead, but that wasn’t true anymore. The Olympians were alive somewhere, in some sort of stasis, waiting to be awakened. 
Hailey still believed the prophecy wasn’t about her, though, since, like every Zeus before her, she couldn’t shoot lightning from her hands. But she doubted that would stop people from throwing her in front of the Olympians and demanding she destroy them. She’d only defeated Hades because he’d been distracted by grief over accidentally killing his wife. There was no way she’d be able to face twelve gods and live longer than a few seconds. 
Stop it. They’re not awake, and if Hailey could help it, she’d make sure they stayed dead during her lifetime. 
She clutched the gold heart pendant hanging on a chain around her neck. Engraved on the heart, in elegant cursive, was her name. Her dad had used his Hephaestus powers to make it for her when she was eight. The memory of him dying during a storm she couldn’t stop flashed into her mind, and she pushed it away, searching her room for a distraction.
Her eyes passed over her floating clamshell side table, her mother-of-pearl chest of drawers, and to her white polished-coral desk. She focused on the space above it where a painting of herself hung. She stood on a shoreline, dark waves caressing her feet. Her eyes were her favourite shade, azure blue—the colour of a cloudless sky—and she gazed up at the twinkling night sky, reaching an arm towards a cloud that had parted to reveal a full moon. Its beam fell on her face, making her pale skin glow and her auburn hair glimmer. 
Her mum had painted it for her after Poseidon’s Academy had sent her an acceptance letter. She wondered what she was doing now. She imagined her standing in her art studio, her skin and overalls smeared in ten different paint colours. Hailey smiled. I miss you. 
Something that sounded like a horn bellowed outside. 
‘Ugh,’ Demi groaned, pulling her pillow over her head. ‘I forgot about the conch shell wake-up calls.’
‘Come on,’ Hailey said, rolling out of bed. ‘Let’s get ready.’ 
‘No,’ Demi whined, her voice muffled by the pillow. ‘It’s too early.’ 
Hailey pulled on her knee-high socks and shoes before moving to the door, where her uniform hung on a hook beside Demi’s. ‘We’ve got Powers first up.’ She put on her button-down light blue shirt and tied her midnight blue and gold tie. ‘You love Powers.’ She stepped into her midnight blue skirt. 
Demi’s pillow flew to the ground, and she leapt out of bed. ‘I can’t wait to practise in the forest again.’ She bounded towards her uniform, almost knocking Hailey out of the way. 
Hailey shrugged on her midnight blue blazer, running a hand over the patch near her shoulder where the fireball thrower had singed the material. Thanks to an Athena with amazing seamstress skills, it looked good as new. 
She turned to look in the seashell-encrusted mirror hanging above her chest of drawers, tracing a finger over the school’s emblem stitched on her breast pocket—a gold trident with the letters P and A encircled by a swirl of water. She remembered back to last year when she’d first dressed in her uniform. She’d thought she was about to have the most amazing year of her life. That all of her problems—mainly the burden of being a Zeus—would go away… 
But then she’d met Nemertes and found out about the gods still being alive. What she’d expected to be an amazing first year had quickly turned into a year of fighting for her life and trying to stop Hades from awakening the Olympians. While she’d managed to get everything back under control with the help of her friends, she still worried that the nereids would find another way to resurrect the gods. 
Hailey entered the Powers classroom with her friends on the second floor. It was one of the more fascinating classrooms. Half the room was scattered with desks and chairs, and the other half was empty space with over thirty archways carved into the walls. Each archway led into a room designed specifically for a power. From here Hailey could see the Hephaestus room, where three enormous tables were crowded with boxes overflowing with gold, platinum, jade, obsidian, and every other metal and mineral imaginable. 
Hailey could also see the Demeter room. Inside it grew a rainforest bursting with trees and ferns, and a few chirping birds. 
‘I’ve missed that place.’ Demi closed her eyes and inhaled as if she could smell the forest’s rich earthy scent. 
‘Take your seats everyone, it’s 8:30,’ Madam Norwood instructed, making her way to the front of the classroom. Like all the other female teachers at the Academy—not including Amathia—she wore a white Grecian dress that reminded Hailey of something a priestess would have worn back in ancient times. 
She picked up the reading glasses hanging from a chain around her neck and pushed them up the bridge of her nose. ‘Turn to page 452 in your textbook. Today we’ll be focusing on Asclepius’s children. Let’s start with my favourite, Hygeia, the goddess of health and hygiene,’ she began, rattling on and on about the goddess’s powers and how they worked.
Hailey hated the theory part of this class, and so did everyone else, except for Alec, whose pen never stopped taking notes—notes Hailey would borrow later. 
In the row in front of her, Lexa reached a long arm out to take the note Tanzy was nudging towards the edge of her desk. 
‘Tanzy, are you passing notes?’ Madam Norwood’s clipped voice snapped.
Tanzy clicked her fingers, and the note in Lexa’s hand vanished, as though it had never existed in the first place. ‘No, Madam Norwood,’ she squeaked in an American accent, straightening the purple ribbon in her dark hair. 
‘I do not appreciate lying.’
Tanzy blushed, dropping her gaze. ‘Sorry, Madam Norwood.’
Madam Norwood pursed her lips together before glancing around and noticing the yawns of the other students. ‘I suppose we can spend the rest of class practising powers in the grounds.’
Those words dragged everyone from their stupor, and the second years hurried to pack their book bags before darting from the room, afraid Madam Norwood would change her mind and continue her lecture on how Hygeia used her powers to promote good hygiene.
‘I prefer practising in the classroom,’ Demi whined as they followed the other students down the hallway of classrooms. ‘I love hanging out in the rainforest.’ 
‘Then Hailey wouldn’t be able to practise,’ Jayden pointed out, leading them onto the staircase and descending towards the entryway. 
Originally, there’d never been any sky for Hailey to practise her powers with, because the palace had always been submerged. But when Hailey had joined Poseidon’s Academy, Amathia had decided to raise the palace for three days a week. She’d told students it was because she thought they’d enjoy the sunshine, but in truth it was so Hailey could use her powers. Hailey thought it a little ironic, since she’d come here to escape her powers. 
I’m glad I failed, she thought, stepping into the grounds and smiling at the blue sky, her eyes matching its bright shade. The sky was a part of her; one she couldn’t live without. 
Madam Norwood led them to the back of the palace, where a bizarre bluish-green grass coated the diamond ground. It was soft and squishy beneath Hailey’s shoes, and felt like walking on spongy rubber. 
‘Everyone form a line so I can assign you a task.’
‘Let’s be first.’ Demi grabbed Hailey’s hand, pulling her to stand right in front of Madam Norwood. ‘Boys, hurry up,’ she snapped at Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, pointing to the spot behind her for them to stand. 
‘There are no points for being first in line,’ Madam Norwood told Demi, who shrugged with a well-I-like-being-first kind of attitude. ‘I want you to help Hailey with her powers today, Demi.’
Demi’s shoulders slumped. 
‘We’ll work on your powers next class,’ Madam Norwood assured her. ‘Now, Hailey, I want you to focus on controlling wind by getting it to lift Demi off the ground and landing her—gently—in a specific spot.’ 
‘Ooh, I get to fly,’ Demi chimed while Hailey gulped. 
‘Maybe practise away from the others,’ Madam Norwood added. 
‘Come on, Hails.’ Demi yanked her towards the edge of the grounds, far enough away that she could barely hear the other students. A black octopus with fluorescent green spots lingered on the other side of the force field, watching the two of them. It probably knows how badly I’m going to suck at this and is waiting to laugh at me, Hailey thought. 
‘This will be fun.’ Demi grinned. ‘I’m not even upset about missing out on using my powers anymore.’ 
‘Don’t get your hopes up too high,’ Hailey told her. ‘I’ve never done anything like this before. There’s a good chance I’ll drop you in the sea.’ 
‘I trust you.’ Demi threw her arms out and tilted her head up. ‘Now make me fly.’ 
‘Okay.’ Hailey stretched her hands towards Demi, warmth flowing down her arms and into her fingertips as she concentrated on creating a pocket of wind around her friend. 
Demi’s hair whipped about and she grinned wider. ‘And… lift off.’
‘Here goes nothing.’ Hailey raised her hands, focusing on containing Demi in the pocket of wind. Demi rose a few feet off the ground. ‘Wow, I can’t believe that worked,’ Hailey said; she hadn’t expected Demi to move even an inch off the ground. 
Demi crossed her arms. ‘Come on, Hails, I could jump higher than this. I want to touch the top of that tree.’ She pointed to the tanzanite tree she was floating beside, which was tall enough to reach the palace’s second floor. 
So far so good, Hailey thought. ‘Let’s do this.’ She raised her arms higher, her powers flowing through her fingertips and into the sky.
Slowly, Demi floated higher and higher, until she was level with the top of the tanzanite tree. ‘Woo, I’m flying,’ she squealed and did a flip.
‘Blue skies,’ Hailey said, feeling just a little proud that she’d managed to exceed the expectations she’d put on herself. 
Her proudness lasted for two seconds before her control over the wind faltered and Demi swayed to the side. 
‘Whoa, careful, Hails.’
The wind tossed Demi to the other side. 
‘Stay still,’ Hailey ordered the wind. The warmth flowing through her fingertips grew hotter as she tried to reinforce the pocket around Demi, imagining the wind acting like the force field that surrounded the grounds, only instead of repelling water, it repelled gravity. But she could feel the wind leaking out, like air seeping from a punctured balloon. ‘Come on,’ she growled through gritted teeth, concentrating so hard her hands shook.
The wind broke free with a WHOOSH and flung Demi to the right. She screamed, flailing in the air, trying to grasp on to something… But there was only wind, and it was working against her. 
She hit the ground. Hard. 




3
Practice Run
‘Demi!’ Hailey bolted towards her, praying she hadn’t just killed her best friend.
Demi’s eyes flicked open and she winced, cradling her right arm against her chest. ‘I think my arm’s broken.’
‘I’m so sorry. I lost control.’
‘Is your arm the only thing that hurts?’ Madam Norwood was beside Demi. The rest of the class had scurried over to see the action too. ‘You didn’t hit your head, did you?’ asked Madam Norwood. 
‘No,’ Demi groaned through clenched teeth. ‘My arm broke my fall—and the squishy grass stuff.’ 
Madam Norwood glanced over her shoulder to the watching students. ‘Kora, I think it’s time for you to practise your powers, if you’re willing to.’
Kora nodded and knelt beside Demi, placing her hand over Demi’s broken arm. ‘How does that feel?’ Kora asked her. 
‘Like there’s a warm light knitting my bone back together,’ Demi said dreamily, almost as if she’d taken a bottle of painkillers. 
Madam Norwood straightened. ‘Get back to work the rest of you,’ she ordered the snooping second years. 
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron hesitated, but the stern look Madam Norwood shot everyone sent them away. She turned to Hailey. ‘Don’t let this discourage you. Getting a handle on using your powers for new things takes time.’
‘But I’ve never hurt anyone before.’ At least not any humans, she thought to herself. 
‘It was an accident,’ Madam Norwood said. ‘Next time don’t raise the person you’re carrying so high, that way if you lose control, the fall won’t hurt them.’ 
‘I don’t think I was meant to use my powers to carry people.’ Hailey never wanted to try it again. 
‘Never let fear stop you from unleashing your powers’ full potential. I need to monitor the others. You can stay with Demi and help her with her powers for the rest of class.’
‘Thanks, Kora,’ Demi said, bending her arm back and forth. ‘I really like your pink streaks by the way.’
Kora admired one of the pink strands in her honey blonde hair. ‘Thanks,’ she said in an Australian accent. ‘I thought it looked cooler than the red ones I had last year.’ 
‘I’m sorry you have to deal with a broken arm,’ Hailey told Kora, guilt hanging heavy in her chest.
Kora carefully climbed back to her feet, while clutching her right arm to her chest. ‘It’s good for me to practise. And if I concentrate really hard, I can heal myself before class ends.’ She left to sit a few yards away. 
‘I really am sorry, Demi.’ Hailey helped her friend up.
‘Stop it. I’m the one who asked you to take me up that high. It was the first time you’d ever carried someone on wind. Let’s just call it you getting even with me.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Even?’
‘Yeah, don’t you remember in sixth grade when I was learning to grab people with tree branches? You volunteered to help me, and when I picked you up with the branches, I dropped you halfway and you twisted your ankle—plus the branches were so tight you had cuts and bruises all over your arms.’
‘I forgot about that.’ Hailey remembered now fighting back tears as the branches bit into her skin. She hadn’t wanted to destroy Demi’s confidence by telling her she was hurting her. 
‘Well, I’ve always remembered how you told me not to worry, that practise would make me better. So that’s what I’m telling you now. And if I hear you apologise one more time, or say you’re too scared to try, then I just might have to get one of these trees to grab you.’ 
Hailey smirked. ‘Okay.’ 
‘Class is over,’ Madam Norwood announced fifteen minutes later. ‘Read chapters three and four in your textbook before next class.’
‘Don’t go anywhere.’ Master Anderson marched from the side of the palace, wearing his usual attire of gold shorts and a white polo shirt. ‘PE is outside today. Everyone come here.’
Hailey and Demi scooted over to Master Anderson with the other second years, where they regrouped with the boys.
‘You okay, Dems?’ Jayden asked. 
‘Yep, Kora healed me all up.’ She gasped when she saw Aaron’s face; blood gushed from his nose. ‘What happened to you?’
‘Alec,’ he said simply.
Everyone looked at Alec, who blushed. ‘Madam Norwood made me practise taking people through walls.’ He lowered his eyes. ‘It didn’t really work.’ 
‘As you all know, the biennial obstacle course race is happening in two days,’ Master Anderson said. 
‘I’m trying to forget,’ Demi mumbled.
‘As some of you are competing, I thought we’d use today’s class as a training session. Basically, I want everyone in groups of eight. Four people will use their powers to prevent the other four from making it to the opposite side of the grounds. The other four can also use their powers to make it through the obstacles created by the first group. Okay. Team up.’
‘Good thing Venus and the twins aren’t in this class or Master Anderson would probably force us to join up with them for practise,’ Demi said.
‘At least we’d be competing against them and not with them,’ Hailey countered, relishing the thought of using her powers on Venus. 
Tahlia came over to them with Tanzy and Lexa, Tahlia’s long ebony hair gleaming like satin in the sun. ‘Mind if we join you?’ she asked, her words tinged with the same Australian accent Kora had.
‘Sure,’ Hailey said. 
The boys shifted uncomfortably, no doubt remembering back to last year when Venus and the twins had compelled them to attack Tanzy and Lexa. 
‘No Kora?’ Jayden asked.
‘She’s still healing, so Master Anderson told her to watch instead,’ Tahlia explained. 
Hailey felt a tug of guilt. Everyone makes mistakes, she reminded herself, trying really hard not to feel like the biggest Zeus failure to ever live. ‘So who wants to be who?’
‘Since you’re competing in the obstacle race, maybe you should get some practise in,’ Tanzy suggested. 
‘No thanks,’ Demi said. ‘I’d rather use my powers to stop you. I’m feeling a little villainous today.’ 
‘Okay,’ Tanzy agreed. ‘So who from your side is joining us?’
‘Aaron,’ everyone said, pushing him forward. 
He dug his heels into the ground. ‘Why me?’ 
‘Because you’re the fitness junkie,’ Demi said matter-of-factly. 
‘I’m not really in the mood. I think Alec should do it, since his powers aren’t defensive. Otherwise, he’ll just be standing around.’
Alec looked a little hurt but switched places with Aaron. 
Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Aaron spread themselves out towards the edge of the grounds so there’d be four phases of obstacles. Jayden would use his powers first, Demi second, Aaron third, and Hailey last. Although she doubted she’d need to use hers, because the only person getting through Aaron’s force field would be Alec. 
Master Anderson blew on a conch shell, the bellowing horn signalling the obstacle’s start. 
Alec, Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa rushed forward, only to be knocked down by a wave roaring into the grounds. They scrambled back up and Jayden sent another one. This time Tanzy was ready. She clicked her fingers, and the wave vanished, not leaving so much as a drop of water behind. Jayden was too surprised to use his powers again, allowing Alec and the girls to dart into Demi’s territory. 
Demi rubbed her hands together, her devilish grin widening. ‘This is gonna be fun.’ She reached a hand towards a nearby seaweed tree; its seaweed branches stretched down to the ground, slithering like snakes towards Alec, Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa.
‘Ugh, the trees are alive,’ Tanzy squealed, raising her hand to click her fingers. 
One strand of seaweed leapt into the air like a striking python, wrapping around Tanzy before she had the chance to use her powers and make it vanish. 
Demi giggled, watching the seaweed take down Alec, Tahlia, and Lexa, too, curling around their shoulders, stomachs, legs, and feet. They squirmed, trying to free themselves, but the seaweed only squeezed them tighter. 
‘Kind of hard to click your fingers when your arms are pinned, isn’t it, Tanzy?’ Demi mocked. She turned back to Jayden. ‘Looks like my powers are stronger than yours.’ 
‘I wouldn’t be so cocky.’ Jayden nudged his head behind Demi.
Demi spun around in time to see Alec, who had escaped, tear apart the seaweed restraints around Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa. ‘Argh. I hate your stupid Heracles powers,’ Demi huffed at Alec as he passed into Aaron’s territory. 
Aaron raised his palms. 
Tanzy was slow to realise what was happening and bumped into his force field. ‘Ouch,’ she yelped, rubbing her nose. She clicked her fingers before kicking her foot out. The force field rippled like a lake someone had thrown and stone into, and she yelped again. 
‘Okay, so your powers don’t work on force fields,’ Tahlia said, putting her hands on her hips. ‘Other ideas?’
‘I can pass through,’ Alec offered. ‘But I can’t take anyone with me,’ he added sheepishly.
‘I can get us over,’ Lexa said. ‘You go first, Alec, and be ready to catch.’
Alec frowned but didn’t argue. For a split second, his body became all blurry, like an out-of-focus photo, and he stepped straight through the force field. The moment he was on the other side, Lexa grabbed Tanzy’s hand and levitated forty feet into the air before swinging Tanzy forward and letting go. Tanzy squealed and Hailey watched, horrified, thinking she’d hit the ground. But Alec caught her.
‘I won’t let you do that again,’ Aaron said. 
‘We’ll see.’ Lexa touched back down on the ground and grabbed Tahlia’s hand. She lifted a few feet into the air, and Aaron moved his palms up, shifting his force field to block her. At the same time, Lexa and Tahlia landed and crouched down to rush under the gap Aaron had created. 
Wow, Hailey thought, that was pretty smart, and then she realised it was her turn to stop them. She threw her hands forward, warmth flowing through her fingers and shooting towards Alec, Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa. The four of them suddenly stopped, their hair whipping out as they stumbled back a few steps. 
Hailey grinned, the warmth surging from her fingers continuing to flow, as she watched the other team battle against her wind. Their cheeks flapped about, and their steps were so tiny that it looked as though they were moving in slow motion. 
‘This isn’t working.’ Tanzy said, stumbling backwards from the wall of wind with Alec, Tahlia, and Lexa for the fifth time.
Tahlia whispered in Lexa’s ear, and then Tanzy and Alec’s. Unease settled over Hailey. What are they up to?

Alec and Tanzy bolted for the left and Lexa levitated into the air, her long layered hair fanning out around her. They’re attempting to divide and conquer.
Well, they underestimated me, Hailey thought. 
She moved one of her hands up, the wind extending to block Lexa; although she wasn’t sure what levitating would achieve—only flying would get Lexa across. Hailey shifted her other hand towards Alec and Tanzy. A gale of wind blasted towards them, creating another wall of wind to keep them from circling around. 
‘Um, Hailey,’ Aaron called to her.
Hailey glanced over her shoulder and came face to face with Tahlia, realising too late that the other three had been a distraction. 
‘Sorry,’ Tahlia said, and blew a puff of gold dust into Hailey’s face. 
Hailey swiped at it, but her eyes were already drooping, and she collapsed a second later, falling through darkness until she landed in a cavern that reeked of rotten eggs. Flaming torches lined the rock walls, casting a dim light on the iron bars in front of her. She was back in the Underworld’s dungeon. 
‘No,’ she gasped, wrapping her hands around the warm metal and shaking the bars. ‘I don’t want to be here. Let me out!’ she screamed, her voice echoing down the passageway that stretched past the hundreds of other cells. They were all empty. Hailey was trapped down there completely alone. ‘Please, let me out!’ she shouted, shaking the bars again. 
‘You always were a pathetic Zeus.’
Hailey whipped around. ‘Hades?’ she choked out, staring wide-eyed at the man standing in the cell with her. She could never forget those cold black eyes. 
‘My brother Zeus would be so ashamed to know his powers fell to someone as unworthy as you,’ Hades said, his skin looking especially sallow in the flickering torches’ light. ‘What does it feel like knowing how much weaker you are than everyone, and how much you disappoint others?’ 
Hailey pressed her back against the bars, trying to create as much space between her and the god as possible. ‘I’m stronger than you think. I defeated you.’ 
Hades tapped his lip, thoughtful. ‘Hmmm, from my memory it was more your friend who defeated me. My fireball ricocheted off his force field. All you did was point a wand while I was distracted with my dead wife. As I said, you’re pathetic, and weak.’ He clucked his tongue. ‘I don’t think my brother would even waste the energy in killing you… Right, Zeus?’ 
Lightning struck the ground in front of Hailey, blinding white light filling her vision before her eyes opened and she sucked in a breath.
‘Whoa, Hails, are you okay?’ Demi asked. 
Hailey blinked, gazing around. She was lying on the spongy grass at the back of the palace, with Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron staring down at her. She thought back to Tahlia blowing sleep dust at her and realised the whole thing had been another stupid nightmare. 
‘I was dreaming I was bac—’ She pressed her lips together, remembering she was the only one struggling to get over the Underworld. ‘It was just a bad dream.’ She shook her head, trying to clear away the grogginess confusing her. ‘Where’s everyone else?’
‘Classes ended ten minutes ago,’ Jayden explained, extending his hand down to help Hailey stand up.
‘Yeah, and we lost,’ Demi said with a pout. ‘If we’d had Alec on our team instead of Aaron, then the others never would have been able to get past me.’
‘I did do a pretty good job of breaking your seaweed bindings, didn’t I?’ Alec said, puffing up with a proud smile. ‘How did it feel losing to me, Aaron?’
Aaron didn’t answer. He was staring around the grounds as if searching for a threat. Hailey frowned, wondering what he was looking for. 
‘Aaron.’ Jayden nudged him.
He flinched. ‘What?’
‘Seriously, what is with you?’ Demi asked. ‘Is there a monster incoming that you’re not telling us about?’
‘Don’t be stupid. I’m just tired.’ He flicked his eyes around the grounds one more time before saying, ‘Let’s go inside.’ 
‘Yep, it’s homework time,’ Alec declared. 
‘More like copying homework time for me,’ Demi said.
‘I’m not letting you copy my homework this year,’ Alec argued as the five of them headed towards the front of the palace. ‘You won’t learn anything.’ 
Hailey tuned out Alec and Demi’s argument and lagged behind with Aaron. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ He’d been acting so weird lately—jumpy and quiet. She was beginning to wonder if the potion had worn off on him, too, and if he was remembering the horrors of the Underworld. Maybe she wasn’t so weak after all.
‘I told you, I’m just tired.’
Hailey had a feeling he was lying, but she didn’t want to push him, not while the others were there. She’d bring it up again with him later and hope she wasn’t alone in her Underworld nightmares. 
***
Hailey lay in bed, staring up at the sea-silk canopy draping from the ceiling, her stomach twisted in knots. It was 6am. The obstacle course race would start in three hours. Thanks to the stupid race, her dreams had featured fire-breathing hydras and pits squirming with poison-spitting snakes. She doubted the obstacles would be that difficult—although she had heard a rumour that the very first obstacle course race had featured scorpions. The obstacles weren’t what Hailey was really afraid of though. It was the island.
Her mind kept flashing back to last year when she’d been stranded on “Killer Island”, battling monster after monster. Amathia had assured everyone there weren’t any monsters on the island they’d be heading to today, but she still couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in her stomach. And the fact that she had to be on a team with Venus was only making things worse. If a monster did miraculously appear, she wouldn’t put it past Venus to shove Hailey in its path. 
Hailey sighed and climbed out of bed, dressing in her sportswear—midnight blue shorts and a light blue polo shirt. She shoved her feet into her runners and tiptoed past Demi, who was lightly snoring under her duvet. She slipped into the hallway, deciding it was time to visit the one place that always calmed her: the stable.
She headed through the common room. The study half—with its clamshell chairs, polished-coral desks, and enormous bookcase—was empty. A few students were in the casual half of the common room, reading books in armchairs and on floor pillows—one student even sat on the sofa in front of the crackling fire, watching the blue-tinged flames. 
A couple of the students glanced at Hailey, but didn’t say anything as she snuck down the stairs. Technically, students weren’t allowed in the stable without a teacher’s permission, but Hailey liked to go there whenever she was stressed or needed space. 
She’d originally started hiding there last year when people had begun pestering her about her powers. Thankfully, everyone left her alone now, knowing that no matter how much they begged her, she wouldn’t entertain them with a shower of rainbow snowflakes, or whatever other weird weather concoction they wanted to see.
She was also eager to see Rain: a pegacorn she and her friends had rescued last year. 
Hailey descended into the entryway and wandered through the left archway, weaving through a maze of hallways before coming to a set of double doors. She pushed them open, the salty air engulfing her. Inside the stable were twelve mother-of-pearl stalls, each with a polished-coral trough filled with sea-water. 
‘Hello everyone,’ Hailey greeted the eight sea-horses who lived here. They were the same size as a normal horse, but that was where the similarities ended. These horses looked magical, each of them having a blue mane and tail, and skin covered in iridescent blue scales. 
‘Hi, Hailey.’
Hailey’s heart leapt into her throat when someone popped up from the end stall on the right. Her shoulders relaxed when she recognised the thick golden-brown hair belonged to Kendra, an Artemis who often came to the stable to talk to the horses. 
‘I didn’t mean to scare you,’ Kendra apologised, coming out of the stall.
‘It’s all right. I came to visit Rain.’ Hailey peered past Kendra to Rain’s stall, where the pegacorn’s head was hanging over the gate. ‘She’s huge.’ The dried seaweed covering the floor crunched under Hailey’s shoes as she walked towards Rain, who was now the same size as the other horses. But no one could confuse her for a horse. A gold horn protruded from the middle of her head, and feathered wings hugged her sides.
‘Yeah, I couldn’t believe it myself. I think she’s done growing now though.’
Rain whinnied and shook her gold mane. Hailey glanced at Kendra for a translation. 
‘She says she missed you.’
‘I missed you too.’ Hailey ran a hand over the pegacorn’s snow white fur. 
‘I was just leaving. I’ll see you later.’ Kendra waved goodbye to Hailey, the stable doors clicking closed behind her as she left. 
‘It looks like we’re all alone,’ Hailey said, right before the sea-horses whinnied for some attention too. ‘Well, almost alone. Just let me say hi to the others and then I’ll come back,’ she told Rain, and quickly gave the sea-horses a pat before shuffling into Rain’s stall, where hay covered the floor. ‘Amathia finally got you some hay instead of dried seaweed, I bet you like that better.’
Rain snorted and nodded as Hailey dropped into the corner. ‘Well, here’s the latest,’ Hailey began as the pegacorn lay down on all fours in front of her. She told Rain about how Madam Grayson was forcing her to compete in a stupid obstacle course today with three people she despised. Rain stared at her the entire time, her big gold eyes locked on to Hailey, like she was listening to her every word. 
Some of the anger and fear Hailey felt about the obstacle course race lifted by the time she finished, and she stroked the bridge of Rain’s nose. ‘I should probably go,’ she said. The obstacle race would be starting soon, and as much as Hailey wanted to stay in the stable and hide until the whole thing was over, she didn’t want to abandon her friends. Plus she imagined Madam Grayson would be beyond furious, and might make Hailey wear a neutralising bracelet for the rest of the year. ‘Thanks for listening.’
Rain whinnied again, and Hailey liked to think it was her way of saying ‘any time’.
Hailey climbed to her feet, swiping hay off the back of her legs, before exiting the stall. She latched the gate behind her and turned to leave, almost smacking heads with Nemertes.




4
The Conch Shell Sounds
‘Why are you here?’ Nemertes hissed. The five nereids behind her glared, their eyes radiating hate. 
Hailey’s fingertips tingled. Not that her powers could help her in here. ‘I was visiting Rain,’ she replied, keeping her voice steady, which wasn’t easy considering she was petrified. She wouldn’t put it past the nereids to kill her. 
‘Get out,’ Nemertes snarled. 
Hailey wanted to run as fast and far away as possible. But she didn’t want to give Nemertes the satisfaction of seeing how terrified she was. Instead, she said in an even voice, ‘I was leaving anyway,’ and strode past Nemertes and her posse, feeling their eyes boring into her back as she left. 
As soon as she was free from their gaze, she sprinted through the maze of hallways, afraid Nemertes might change her mind and come after her. 
She stopped to catch her breath in the entryway before climbing up the left staircase. The nereids taking the horses out wasn’t a good sign; that’s what they’d done last year when they’d been plotting how to kill everyone, which was probably what they were planning to try again. And the worst part was Amathia couldn’t follow them because she had to watch the race.
This is bad. Very bad. 
Hailey rushed down to her dorm, where Demi was looking into the mirror above her chest of drawers tying her hair into a ponytail. ‘There you are,’ she said, and then her eyes narrowed. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘I was in – the stable – and the nereids – came in,’ Hailey puffed out.
‘Did they hurt you? If they did, I’ll kill them.’
‘No. They let me – go. But I’d bet my powers – they’re off plotting how to kill everyone again – and wake up the gods.’ 
‘I knew those psycho nereids wouldn’t give up so easily. Come on, we need to tell the boys.’
Hailey followed Demi back to the common room, where students were flopped onto armchairs and sofas, yawning. Jayden, Alec, and Aaron were easy to spot in their sportswear, standing in the corner closest to the fireplace. 
‘Hailey needs to tell you something,’ Demi said to the boys.
‘What?’ Jayden prompted. 
Hailey stared around nervously; she didn’t want anyone else to overhear. ‘I saw the nereids in the stable. I think they’re using the distraction of the obstacle course race to plan our deaths without Amathia following them.’ 
‘I thought Amathia spoke to them about not doing anything like this again,’ Alec said, seeming a little disappointed, showing off his naivety in thinking the nereids were capable of change. 
Aaron scoffed. ‘You really thought they’d listen? Amathia should have booted them into the sea. Letting them stay here was just stupid.’
Hailey had to agree with him on that part. Amathia should have banished them last year when they’d tried waking up the gods—Tartarus, she should have banished them the first time they threatened to kill all of the students. Amathia seems to think that as long as they don’t actually kill a student, they should be allowed to stay. Ridiculous.

‘So what’s the plan?’ Demi asked. ‘Ditch the race and tail them?’
‘What’s this? Talking strategy without us?’ 
Venus and the twins stood with hands on hips, their hair in matching pigtails. 
‘Not now, Venus,’ Hailey snapped. 
‘Go away.’ Demi waved a hand at them as if shooing away a fly. 
‘No one tells me what to do,’ Venus replied. ‘I don’t want to do this stupid race either, but I do want that sapphire tiara.’
Jayden frowned. ‘Sapphire tiara? What are you talking about?’
Venus smiled slyly. ‘Oh, Madam Grayson told the twins and me that if we finished the race, we’d each get a sapphire tiara.’
Alec scratched his head. ‘She never said anything to us about a prize.’
Venus shrugged. ‘I guess she doesn’t think you deserve one since you started the fight.’ 
Hailey gritted her teeth. ‘Go away, Venus. We’re doing something important here.’
‘Get to the grounds. The race starts soon,’ Venus growled before strutting away with the twins.
‘Well that’s unfair. I want a tiara,’ Demi whined.
‘Who cares about a tiara,’ Hailey said. ‘We need to sort out the nereids.’
‘I think we should go to the grounds.’ Alec bit his lip, gazing around nervously as if he thought Madam Grayson might suddenly appear and yell at them for even considering abandoning the race. ‘I don’t want to get into more trouble.’
‘The nereids are more important,’ Hailey contradicted.
‘No, Alec’s right,’ Jayden said. ‘Dealing with the nereids will have to wait, since we can’t follow them into the water. I say we do the race, then work something out afterwards.’
‘But—’ Demi began.
‘Do you want to wear a neutralising bracelet?’ Jayden asked. ‘Because that’s what’ll happen if we don’t show up.’
Demi shook her head and protectively clutched her wrists to her chest. ‘No.’ 
Hailey looked at Aaron. ‘What do you think?’ 
Aaron shrugged, as if he didn’t care either way, which made no sense to Hailey, since he was the one who’d made a big deal about spying on the nereids last year. ‘I think we should deal with this race first.’
‘Fine,’ Hailey gave in. She was clearly outvoted. ‘Let’s go.’
She wasn’t thrilled about letting the nereids run off to plot the school’s demise, but Jayden was right about them not being able to actually do anything. Although they could wait by the stable and hope the nereids let something slip when they came back from the sea. But the chances of the nereids catching them was pretty high, and Hailey doubted Nemertes would let her go unharmed a second time. Besides, they were probably only making plans, which meant Hailey would have time to work them out later. It wasn’t like the nereids were heading off to retrieve a bomb—at least she hoped they weren’t.
Hailey and her friends entered the grounds, fighting their way through the horde of students—it seemed the entire school was outside. She broke through the crowd and expected to find some elaborate obstacle, but the grounds appeared normal, except for sixteen trees near the edge of the grounds that each had two seaweed ropes tied around them. The ropes extended across the sea, towards an island that floated about sixty yards away. Hailey gulped. Please tell me we don’t have to climb across those.
‘Participants, gather here,’ Master Anderson bellowed, standing in front of an aquamarine tree with seaweed rope tied to it. 
Hailey and her friends joined the pack of competitors and grudgingly stood next to Venus and the twins. Sixteen groups were competing. From what Hailey could see, the smallest group had five people, and the largest fourteen. Most were older students, with the exception of a few second years, and even fewer first years.
‘I need everyone to take a necklace from this box.’ Master Anderson dumped a small wooden chest at his feet that made a clink as it hit the diamond ground. 
‘I’ll get them for us,’ Jayden offered. 
‘On each of the necklaces is a conch shell, which has been shrunken by a Hecate to make it lighter,’ Master Anderson explained. ‘Should you decide to quit the race, blow on the conch and someone will return you here. But remember, you’ve entered this race as teams, so if one member quits the race, your whole team forfeits.’
‘Thanks,’ Hailey said when Jayden handed her a necklace, which was just a piece of knotted string with a conch the size of a hermit-crab shell tied to it.
‘Gross, I don’t want to wear that thing.’ Venus crossed her arms, refusing to take the necklace from Jayden. The twins followed her example.
‘Good,’ Aaron said. ‘That means we can abandon you in a snake pit and feel assured no one will rescue you.’
‘Fine. I’ll take the stupid shell.’ Venus snatched it from Jayden, the twins doing the same, acting as if they didn’t have the capacity to think for themselves.
‘Okay, now that you’ve all got your necklaces, let’s discuss the race,’ Master Anderson said. ‘Your objective is to finish the course. In order to do so, you’ll face several obstacles, where you’ll need to work as a team and use your powers to pass through each one. Teams will be spread out to avoid clashes. As you already know, the obstacle course takes place on an island designed for this race. That means there are no monsters, and we have implemented safety measures to ensure no one dies.’ Master Anderson smirked, and a few students laughed nervously. ‘But if you do get hurt, there are Asclepiuses standing by,’ he added. ‘Okay, your first obstacle starts here. Each team needs to climb across the ropes to get to the Isle of Trials.’
‘I was hoping he wouldn’t say that,’ Hailey mumbled. 
‘I can’t get my hair wet.’ Venus held her curls protectively. ‘This isn’t going to work.’ She lifted the conch shell towards her mouth.
Aaron grabbed her hand. ‘Don’t you dare.’
‘Calm down. I know what to do—and it doesn’t involve us getting wet,’ Demi said.
‘Everyone find a tree and wait for the conch shell before beginning,’ Master Anderson instructed.
‘You better have a good plan,’ Venus warned Demi as they ambled towards an emerald tree a few feet away.
‘Welcome to Poseidon’s Academy’s Third Biennial Obstacle Course Race.’ Amathia stood in front of the palace’s entrance, her voice ringing clear across the grounds. ‘Madam Norwood, Master Anderson, and I have designed these games to test your powers and ability to work as a team. Some of the obstacles you face may seem dangerous, but I promise we have taken measures to ensure your safety. And, as Master Anderson said, if you want to resign from the race, simply blow on your conch shell. I wish you all the best of luck. Begin.’ 
Master Anderson blew into a regular-sized conch shell, the sound bellowing across the sea and sending the teams into a frenzy.
Demi reached her hand towards the emerald tree. A shudder tore through it, its coral trunk vibrating as it shrank down several feet. The bottom seaweed rope tied to it now rested on the diamond ground, and the upper one was at head height. Venus pushed forward.
Demi shoved her back. ‘You and the twins go last.’
‘Why? So you can leave us behind?’
‘I wish,’ Demi said. ‘But then you’d run to Madam Grayson.’
‘Enough,’ Jayden chided. He stepped onto the seaweed rope and grabbed the other piece of rope above his head. 
Alec and Aaron followed his example. 
Venus put her hands on her hips, tapping her foot impatiently. ‘So can we go on now?’ she asked once Hailey and Demi had positioned themselves on the rope. 
‘Sure,’ Demi said, and lifted her arm, growing the tree up high enough that Venus couldn’t reach the bottom rope. 
Hailey wobbled on the seaweed, which felt so flimsy she was positive it would snap. Alec must’ve felt the same way, because his face paled. Hailey swallowed her nerves and clung tighter to the rope above her so that if the one beneath her snapped, she wouldn’t fall and break her neck. 
‘Hey!’ Venus cried. ‘We’re meant to be a team.’
Demi shrugged. ‘Guess you’ll have to climb after all.’
Madam Grayson, who was standing a few trees away, exaggerated clearing her throat and gave their team a reproachful look. 
Demi sighed and lowered the tree. Venus shot her a glare before stepping on with the twins. Demi raised it for a second time, and slowly—very slowly—they began making their way across, the diamond ground beneath Hailey quickly replaced by the sea. 
Hailey’s movements were wobbly at first, and she kept expecting to lose her balance or the seaweed to snap. But with every step that didn’t end in her falling, she became more confident and began thinking she could make it to the other side.
‘This isn’t so bad actually,’ Alec said, a bit of colour having returned to his face. ‘A Hecate must’ve spelled the seaweed to make it unbreakable.’ 
A scream whipped Hailey’s head around. Waves pelted the other groups as they climbed across the sea. ‘I don’t—’
A wave slammed into Hailey’s back, the water’s icy chill biting into her skin.
‘My hair!’ Venus shrieked in unison with the twins.
Hailey bit back a laugh. For the first time ever, Venus and the twins’ pristine curls didn’t look professionally styled, with their hair drenched and lank.
‘Incoming,’ Aaron warned.
Another wave hit them, this time from the front. There was no reprieve: another wave followed, and then another, until Hailey was shivering from head to toe.
‘Do something!’ Venus demanded, shoving Jayden with her hand. Hailey figured the shove was meant to spur him into action, but it knocked him off the rope.
‘Jayden!’ Demi cried, and moved to jump in after him. 
‘Wait.’ Aaron grabbed her arm. ‘He’s a Poseidon.’
Jayden soared up on a wave, balancing on top of it as if he were riding a surf board. He stepped back onto the rope. ‘Next time just yell, don’t shove,’ he said to Venus, who didn’t bother apologising.
‘You’re the Poseidon. Get these stupid waves to stop.’
Another wave surged towards them, and Hailey braced for its icy chill. Jayden’s hand shot up, and the wave froze for a second before folding back into the sea with a splash. 
‘I can only control one side,’ Jayden said. ‘I need my other hand to balance.’
‘I’ll use my powers on the other side.’ Aaron stretched out his palm, his force field rippling as a wave smashed against it. ‘Okay, let’s get moving again.’
Hailey inched her way across the rope, struggling to keep her grip on the now slippery seaweed—it didn’t help she was shivering, or that her arms were beginning to burn like fire. She glanced back at the other groups. Most of them had worked out some way to hold the waves back: the team closest to them had a girl who was freezing the waves, creating wave ice sculptures across the sea. Other groups weren’t as lucky to have people with powers that could stop the waves, and did their best to shimmy across while being pelted. A few students lost their balance and fell. But they didn’t give up; they fought against the waves, swimming towards the island.
‘Everyone hang on.’ 
Demi’s voice drew Hailey’s attention back, and she realised with a sag of relief that they’d made it to the Isle of Trials, where each team’s seaweed ropes were securely tied around a coconut tree. Demi lowered their tree enough for them to jump off. 
‘I’m glad that’s over,’ Hailey remarked, rubbing her aching arms. Now that she was away from the crashing waves, she could enjoy the sun’s warmth, which banished her shivering. 
‘Don’t try anything like what you did to Jayden again,’ Aaron warned Venus.
‘Or what?’
‘Or we’ll leave you out here. Your powers won’t get you anywhere.’ 
‘We have our shells,’ Venus contradicted. 
‘Yeah,’ Nerissa said.
‘We’ll…’ Cleo scratched her head. ‘What were the shells for again?’
‘We’ll blow them and tell Madam Grayson all about how Nerissa, Cleo, and me tried to be team players and you left us here to die,’ Venus threatened. ‘You’ll be the ones getting neutralising bracelets and detentions then.’
‘I don’t even care,’ Aaron snarled.
‘Stop it.’ Jayden stepped between them. ‘Venus didn’t mean to push me off the rope. Let’s just get through this, and then we can go back to keeping out of each other’s way.’
Hailey scoffed. Venus made it a priority to get in their way. She pushed Venus’s harpiness from her mind and tried to focus on their next obstacle—a sand dune. It stretched down the length of the beach like a giant wall, barring anyone from entering. About seven other teams were already there, trying to hike up the dune, with each team spread about fifteen yards apart. The team directly to Hailey’s right was attempting to sprint to the top. They got about a quarter of the way up before one of them slipped and tumbled backwards, bowling down three of their team members before crashing back on the beach. 
‘I’ve read a few books on hiking up hills like this one,’ Alec said, craning his neck to look up the dune, ‘and the best way is to link together and help pull each other up.’
‘Okay, sounds like a plan.’ Aaron grabbed Hailey’s hand, and she joined up with Alec, Demi, and Jayden. 
Jayden stretched his hand out to Venus. ‘Come on.’
Venus gazed at the dune, as if deciding whether she could make it on her own. ‘Fine,’ she grumbled after a second, slapping her hand onto Jayden’s. 
Hailey wasn’t fussed about hiking up a giant sand dune, but it was better than waves pummelling her. Aaron took the lead, dragging Hailey up behind him. She felt as though she were part of that game Barrel of Monkeys, but instead of collecting monkeys, their goal was to avoid breaking the link.
Inch by inch they climbed the dune, Hailey’s calves burning with every step she took in the soft sand. 
‘You actually have to climb,’ she heard Jayden say. ‘I can’t drag you the whole way.’
‘We’re trying,’ Venus barked back.
‘Not very hard,’ Demi retorted. ‘You keep yanking us backwards. So stop being a princess and climb!’ 
‘Hey, you can’t talk like—’
‘Enough!’ Aaron yelled. ‘We’re about halfway up. Keep moving.’ 
Hailey wanted this climb to be over as quickly as possible. The heat was no longer pleasant. Beads of sweat dripped down her neck and legs, and her hands were so slippery she doubted she’d be able to keep her grip if she or Alec stumbled. Just a little further, Hailey told herself. The dune’s peak was about fifty more calf-burning steps away. She counted each one down, and sighed in relief when Aaron finally reached the top. One more step.
A gust of wind shoved her backwards before her foot could touch the peak. Aaron’s grip tightened, but her hand slipped free. Medusa! she screamed in her head, falling backwards and realising she was probably about to break her neck. She slammed into Alec, and everything after that was a lot of rolling and smacking into legs and arms before Hailey and her teammates landed in a crumpled pile at the dune’s base.
‘Everyone okay?’ Aaron called down from the top of the dune. 
‘Get off me!’ Venus screamed.
Jayden rolled off her. ‘We’re fine,’ he called up to Aaron.
‘Your idea to link arms was stupid!’ Venus shouted at Alec, who was sitting beside her. He flinched. ‘Come on, girls, we’ll do it ourselves.’
Hailey watched Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo begin ascending the sand dune and smirked, imagining them rolling down in a giant ball again and again.
‘Do you want me to come down and help you?’
‘No,’ Jayden called back to Aaron. ‘We can do it.’ He looked at Alec. ‘I think your idea is the best, and the only way this’ll work.’ He held out his hands. 
‘Let’s do this.’ Demi grabbed one hand.
Hailey grabbed Jayden’s other hand and linked back up with Alec. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said as Demi started up the sand dune. 
‘It wasn’t your fault, Hails,’ Jayden said.
‘The wind was designed to knock us down,’ Alec added.
As if on cue, Venus and the twins—who were about a quarter of the way up—screamed and tumbled down the dune, thanks to a gust of wind. Luckily, they weren’t directly in front of Hailey and her friends, so they didn’t take them down with them. Unfortunately, the wind didn’t stop. It bellowed around them, whipping up the sand, which bit at Hailey’s skin and scratched at her eyes. 
‘They don’t like making things easy, do they?’ Jayden’s words were followed by coughing—no doubt he’d gotten a mouthful of sand. 
‘Are you such a pathetic Zeus you can’t make the wind stop?’ Venus shouted from somewhere below. 
More than anything Hailey wanted to let her suffer, to increase the wind so it knocked her down again. But that would mean hurting her friends too. Hailey swished her hand, and the wind cut off in an instant. She laughed when she saw Demi, Jayden, and Alec. Sand clung to their damp clothes and hair, making them look like sand monsters.
‘My hair is ruined!’ Venus shrieked. 
Hailey glanced back and saw Venus trying to comb out clumps of sand from her tattered curls with her fingers. The twins were busy doing the same. 
Justice at last, she thought. Blue skies. 
‘Come on, let’s go while the wind is gone.’ Jayden tugged Hailey’s hand. 
The trip was quicker this time. Sure Hailey’s legs burned worse than before, but she was terrified—much like everyone else she suspected—that her powers would wear off and the wind would return. She wasn’t sure she’d have the strength to attempt a third climb up the dune. 
Thankfully the wind stayed away, and they made it to the top. A row of vines dangled over the other end of the dune, dropping down to more sand. From here Hailey could see a forest far below—past about ten yards of sand—and a couple of teams already running towards it, vanishing into the greenery. She shivered as she looked towards the trees, absentmindedly rubbing her heart pendant between her thumb and forefinger. 
‘Hurry up,’ Demi yelled at Venus and the twins, who were still making their way up. 
‘Grab the vines and climb down,’ Aaron ordered, not bothering to wait for the evil trio.
Hailey grabbed one of the leafy vines near her feet and tugged it to make sure it wouldn’t snap. It held firm, but that didn’t make her feel any more comfortable about what she was about to do. At least if she did fall, the sand below would make for a soft landing. 
Hailey leaned her body out and slowly began walking backwards as she slid her hands down the vine, its leaves scratchy against her palms. 
Demi was climbing down the vine next to Hailey’s. ‘Watch this,’ she whispered to Hailey. She aimed her hand at Venus and the twins, who were twenty feet above them, and then crushed her hand into a fist. 
Venus and the twins’ vines snapped as if they’d been severed. The evil trio squealed and toppled down the dune, flipping head over heels a few times before they hit the bottom. 
‘Nice work.’ Hailey grinned. 
‘Demi.’ Jayden’s voice brimmed with reproach.
‘HELP!’ Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo screeched.
Hailey gazed down, her smile vanishing when she saw the evil trio getting sucked into the sand, which was up to their knees.
‘Quicksand,’ Alec said with fascination.
‘That stuff actually exists?’ Demi raised her eyebrows. ‘I thought it was just something they made up in the movies.’
‘Get us out of here!’ Venus yelled.
‘Please,’ Nerissa added
‘Yes… please,’ Cleo said the last word slowly, as if she’d never used it before. 
‘Alec, what do we do?’ Jayden asked him as the five of them stopped descending halfway down the dune. Hailey clutched her vine tighter—no way was she letting quicksand swallow her. 
‘Well, it doesn’t look like the quicksand is directly at the bottom of the dune, so we can climb down the rest of the way. And then Aaron can stretch his force field across the quicksand so we can walk over it.’ 
‘What about us?’ Venus demanded.
Aaron ignored her. ‘Let’s climb down—carefully.’
The leaves on Hailey’s vine rustled against her hands as she scaled down with her friends, concentrating very hard on not slipping. 
‘Wait, I’ll touch the ground first,’ Aaron said when they neared the end of their vines. He dropped onto the sand and stood for a few seconds, kicking the ground. ‘All clear.’
Please don’t swallow me, sand, Hailey thought, right before releasing her vine. Her feet hit the ground. Thank you, Tyches.
‘Get us out!’ The sand was up to Venus and the twins’ waists now. 
‘Us first.’ Aaron held his hands above the ground. ‘Everyone on board.’
Standing on his force field felt like standing on solid ground to Hailey, except there was a slight energy that radiated from it, prickling her feet with pins and needles. 
She raced across the quicksand with her friends, afraid that if she didn’t move fast enough, Aaron’s force field might fail and she’d end up like Venus and the twins. She thanked the Tyches again when she made it safely across.
She glanced back and watched the evil trio try to pull themselves out by grabbing the edge of Aaron’s force field. He didn’t warn them when he dropped it, and with a shriek, the trio’s hands slipped into the sand. They pulled, only to get sucked in up to their elbows.
‘Struggling only makes it worse,’ Alec warned them. 
‘GET US OUT!’ Venus roared. ‘If you let us die I’ll kill you!’
‘Yeah, I think we’ll leave you here.’ Demi tightened her ponytail. ‘And it looks like you don’t have your hands anymore, so you can’t blow on your shell and get us into trouble.’
Hailey smirked. Watching Venus and the twins sink was pretty entertaining, especially since there would be some safety measure to keep them from actually dying. 
‘Demi,’ Jayden said in a scolding voice, ‘we can’t leave them here.’
‘Oh, yes we can,’ Demi countered. ‘Come on, Jayden, she shoved you into the sea.’
‘And they won’t really die,’ Hailey added. 
‘That’s not the point. If the roles were reversed, you’d be begging Venus to get you out.’
Demi scoffed and crossed her arms. ‘I don’t beg.’
‘Just do it for me, okay?’ 
‘But they’re slowing us down,’ Demi whined. 
‘Remember the whole point of this is to work as a team so Madam Grayson doesn’t give us neutralising bracelets,’ Jayden reminded her.
Demi clenched her jaw. ‘Fine.’ She reached a hand towards the vines; they slithered down the dune like snakes and curled under Venus and the twins’ arms. The sand squeaked like shoes on a basketball court as the vines dragged the evil trio free. ‘There, safe and sound.’ 
‘You’re lucky you made the right choice,’ Venus snarled, storming towards Demi.
Demi clenched her hands into fists, and Jayden quickly stepped in front of her. ‘Let it go.’ 
A conch shell bellowed to their right. 
Hailey glanced over. She could see two other teams. The nearest one was throwing fireballs at the sand, melting it into glass so they could walk across. The other team was almost up to their necks in the sand, slowly being swallowed alive. Hailey guessed they’d blown the shell.
‘Come on,’ Aaron prompted. ‘Let’s get to the next obstacle.’
There are no monsters on this island, Hailey reminded herself, and reluctantly advanced towards the forest with her friends. They hesitated in front of it, peering inside. Everything was so green, from the canopy above, to the ferns and saplings covering the ground, and moss grew over the trunks of the trees, making the forest smell like fresh rain. 
‘I hate forests.’ Alec shivered.
Aaron patted him on the back. ‘Don’t worry, this one is guaranteed monster free.’ He passed into the greenery. 
Hailey gripped her heart pendant and followed after him with everyone else. They took about three more steps before a pulse shot through the ground.
‘What was that?’ Demi’s eyes darted around. 
‘A tremor,’ Alec said. ‘Which means—’ 
The ground shook with such ferocity it felt as if the earth were splitting apart. The crack, crack, crack of trees splitting was all Hailey could hear, making her realise with sickening terror that a forest was the most dangerous place to be during an earthquake. 
The trees around them ripped from the ground, their roots snapping. Medusa! I’m going to die was Hailey’s last thought before the trees plummeted towards her. 
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Swinging Tarzan Style
‘WATCH OUT!’ Aaron shoved Hailey back as a tree thudded across the path ahead, sending a spray of leaves into the air.
Hailey whirled around, her legs tensing to sprint. BOOM! A second tree crashed to the ground, blocking her exit. Another one thudded to her right, and then one to her left, trapping her and her friends.
The earth fell still. 
‘We almost died!’ Venus exclaimed. ‘I’m blowing my shell.’
Aaron grabbed her hand. ‘No. This is the next obstacle. The trees fell perfectly around us. A normal earthquake would have knocked them onto us.’
‘So what are we supposed to do?’ Hailey surveyed the four massive tree trunks imprisoning them.
‘Climb,’ Alec replied. ‘Over that tree.’ He pointed to the one blocking their path ahead; the width of its trunk was slightly higher than Hailey.
‘We don’t climb,’ Nerissa and Cleo said in unison. 
‘You don’t have a choice,’ Aaron said before reaching up to grab one of the tree’s thick branches. He hung from it for a second before reaching to grab the branch above it, the muscles in his arms bulging. The earth shook again, tremors vibrating through the fallen tree. Aaron’s hand slipped off the shaking branches and he thudded to the ground. ‘Well, that’s unfair,’ he griped, lurching back to his feet. 
Demi threw her hands up. ‘If things weren’t already impossible, they just got harder. This obstacle course sucks.’
‘Come on, we can do this,’ Jayden said. ‘Once we get past this one, we’ll only have another three obstacles left.’
‘They keep getting harder,’ Demi whined. 
‘Yeah,’ Hailey agreed. ‘I don’t think Madam Grayson expects us to finish the race anyway. I’m sure it’ll be enough that we tried.’ Hailey hated quitting anything, but this obstacle course was ridiculous, and she really wanted to get out of the forest. 
‘I want that tiara,’ Venus declared. ‘We’re doing this.’ She grabbed for a branch like Aaron had, slipping off almost immediately. ‘My nails!’ she screeched, examining her chipped and broken pink nails. ‘That’s it, no tiara is worth this.’ She lifted the shell.
‘Wait.’ Alec held his palm up to stop her. ‘I can get us past this obstacle without having to do any climbing.’ 
‘And you tell us this after I ruined my nails?’ Venus looked ready to strangle Alec.
‘Don’t talk to him like that,’ Demi snapped. 
‘I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough,’ Alec admitted hesitantly. ‘But I can try and use my Heracles power to lift it.’ He slid his hands under the trunk, the tree’s leaves rustling as the tree lifted a few inches off the ground.
‘Come on, Alec, you can do it,’ Jayden cheered him on.
Alec grunted, the tiny muscles in his arms straining, and pushed the tree higher, just enough that they could crawl under. ‘Go,’ he wheezed. 
Venus dove under the tree, followed by Nerissa and Cleo. Hailey went next, sliding under as quickly as she could. Alec’s face was so red, she thought his head might actually explode. Demi and Jayden made it through next, and then Aaron moved to crawl under.
‘Ahhh!’ Alec groaned, right before the tree smashed towards Aaron.
Aaron flipped onto his back, his hands shooting up. The tree froze inches from his face, his force field rippling as it strained to keep the tree from crushing him. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Alec puffed out. 
‘It’s – okay.’ Aaron was the one with a strained voice now. He wriggled out from under the tree and aimed his other hand at the trunk, the ripples tearing through his force field calming a little as he amplified his powers. ‘Come through.’ 
Alec crawled under, the tree thudding to the ground the second he was clear of it. 
‘That was easy.’ Demi wiped the dirt off her hands. ‘I didn’t have to do anything.’ 
‘You okay, Alec?’ Jayden asked.
Alec was hunched over, trying to catch his breath. ‘Yeah – I’ll be fine.’ 
Aaron patted him on the back. ‘You did good. Let’s keep moving. But slowly. I don’t want the next obstacle to take us by surprise like this one did.’ 
Hailey heard a thoo, quickly followed by Aaron shouting. He stumbled backwards, gingerly touching his right shoulder where a wooden dart stuck out. 
‘What in Tartarus…?’ Demi uttered.
Aaron yanked the dart out, sniffed it, and then tossed it away. ‘They’re just darts—they’re not poisoned or anything.’ He said it so casually, like being shot with darts was no big deal. Well, Hailey disagreed. She’d rather wear a neutralising bracelet. 
Aaron bent down and picked up a rock. ‘Let’s see how many there are.’ He pitched it. Thoo, thoo, thoo.
Darts fired from the two lines of trees ahead, their pointed tips embedding in tree trunks. 
‘I’m not walking through that,’ Venus declared as a conch shell sounded in the distance. 
How many teams have surrendered? wondered Hailey. Two? Not that it mattered, because they were probably next. 
‘Why would you walk?’ Demi said. ‘Clearly running is the only way to get through.’ Demi bolted forward. She got about a foot further than Aaron had and received a dart in the ankle as a reward—plus one in her arm. She yelped and dashed back.
‘Are you all right?’ Hailey asked her, plucking the dart from her ankle, while Demi pulled the one from her arm.
‘No. I got attacked by trees. Trees! I’m a freaking Demeter, that’s just embarrassing.’
‘Technically, it’s not the trees attacking us,’ Alec pointed out. ‘I think a Hephaestus used their powers to implant the darts in the trees. And if I had to guess, I’d say they did it by—’ 
‘Who cares,’ Demi cut him off. ‘How do we get past them? How about your force field, Aaron?’
‘I’d only be able to protect us on one side. The darts on the other side would hit us. But they don’t hurt that badly. We can make it through.’
‘No!’ Venus stomped her foot. ‘I refuse to get shot.’
‘No way,’ Nerissa agreed.
‘Definitely not,’ Cleo said. 
Yeah, I’m with them, Hailey thought, but she wasn’t actually going to say the words—she would never agree with Venus unless her life depended on it, and even then she wasn’t sure that would be enough. 
‘Hailey could use her powers,’ Alec suggested.
‘Me? What can my powers do?’
‘In PE you made a wall of wind that kept blowing me and the others back. I think that might work on the darts too.’ 
Hailey thought about it for a second. Shooting darts were a lot faster than someone running, but they were also considerably lighter. ‘Maybe. I’ll try.’
‘You can do this, Hails.’ Demi clapped her on the back. 
Hailey raised her hands to the small patches of blue she could see through the canopy of trees. Warmth flowed down her arms and through her fingertips, shooting towards the sky. The trees creaked and swayed in the building wind, and the earthy smell of nature swirled around her.
Please let this work, Hailey thought, aiming her hands at the dart-spitting trees and stepping into the gale, her ponytail whipping against her neck. She heard a thoo and tensed, waiting for the dart’s sting. But it never came. She smiled. ‘It’s safe.’
The others gathered behind her, and the wind shoved them through the path of trees. Thoo, thoo, thoo. The darts spat at them one after the other, but the wind flung them away before they could make contact.
‘Nice work, Hails,’ Demi said once they cleared the obstacle. 
‘I thought it was pretty unimpressive for a Zeus,’ Venus sniped, prancing away. 
A wall of fire ignited, sending Venus stumbling backwards with a scream. Her hands flew to her face. ‘Thank the Tyches I still have eyebrows.’
‘More like don’t thank them,’ Demi murmured to Hailey, who snickered.
Alec gaped. ‘I can’t believe they started a fire in a forest. This whole place will go up in flames.’
‘Look.’ Hailey pointed to the trees around the fire. None of them were burning. In fact, even the leaves on the ground were flame free, and she couldn’t even smell smoke. ‘A Hecate must’ve used a spell or potion to stop the foliage from catching fire.’
‘Anyone know how to get past a wall of flames?’ Jayden scratched his head. ‘There’s no water around, so I can’t help much here.’ 
‘We have to climb.’ Alec pointed up to the tree canopy, where vines dangled from branches. ‘There are vines up there we can swing from. And look, there’s a platform,’ he said, noticing a eucalyptus tree in front of the fire that had a small wooden platform attached to it, about a hundred feet above them. 
‘And if we fall into the fire?’ Demi inquired. 
‘They’ll be safety measures,’ Aaron said as a conch shell sounded in the distance. ‘Dems, can you give us a lift?’
‘Your wish is my command.’ Demi aimed a hand at the eucalyptus tree. Leaves scattered down, and the tree moaned as it shrank low enough for the platform to touch the ground. ‘Everyone on board.’
Hailey stepped onto the platform, which was just big enough to allow the eight of them to have a tiny bit of personal space between them. The fire’s heat tightened her skin and sent sweat pouring down her back. Every breath felt as though she were suffocating. It reminded her of when she’d been in the Underworld and had had to walk through an abyss with a lava sky—but that had been much hotter. She could handle this. 
Venus pressed a hand to her chest. ‘I can’t breathe.’ 
‘My skin is melting.’ Nerissa wiped at the sweat beading down her face.
Everyone stared at Cleo, waiting for her complaint. She shrugged. ‘It’s not that bad.’
‘Hold on tight.’ Demi raised her hand, and the tree moaned again, stretching towards the canopy. 
Hailey sucked in mouthfuls of fresh air when the tree jerked to a stop, way above the fire, inhaling the leaves’ minty eucalyptus scent. She spotted another tree with a platform, about twenty yards away. Three vines led towards it—three vines she would somehow have to swing across. 
Jayden grabbed the vine hanging in front of them. ‘Does anyone know how to swing from this?’ 
‘It’s all about physics,’ Alec explained. ‘Your trajectory needs to be—’
‘Boring.’ Demi cut him off. ‘I’m going to Tarzan it.’ She snatched the vine from Jayden. ‘Woohoo!’ Demi squealed, leaping from the tree and swinging forward. 
Hailey flinched when Demi reached for the second vine, imagining her best friend slipping and falling into the fire below. Are there really safety measures? Because Hailey had yet to see any. And the fire had felt pretty real down there. She exhaled when Demi caught the second vine and swung to the third one, landing on the platform.
‘That was awesome!’ Demi hollered. ‘And it’s as easy as leaping from a swing. Come on.’ 
Everyone stared at each other, unsure of who should go next.
‘We’ll go,’ Nerissa and Cleo volunteered.
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Really?’ She’d expected them to refuse altogether. 
‘Yes,’ Nerissa said.
‘Just do what you saw Demi doing,’ Aaron instructed them.
Nerissa and Cleo exchanged smirks.
Cleo took the vine first and leapt. As soon as she was on the second vine, Nerissa grabbed the first one and swung after her. 
To Hailey’s surprise, the twins were incredibly graceful, shifting to each vine like a professional jungle person. She supposed it helped they were sirens. Sirens were similar to nymphs, at least in the way of being gifted with beauty and grace. 
Cleo flipped from the last vine, twirling in the air before landing on the platform. Nerissa mirrored her sister’s dismount, leaving Demi staring wide-eyed at them.
Hailey was pretty sure her face was making the same dumbfounded expression. How did they flip through the air and land so perfectly? 
‘Wow, the twins are actually good at something, who would have thought,’ Aaron remarked.
‘They used to be gymnasts,’ Venus explained, her tone bored. 
‘Alec, you should go next.’ Aaron put a hand on his shoulder. ‘It’ll be better if you get it over with.’
Alec was as white as a Thanatos’s victim. ‘I don’t want to.’
‘If the twins can do it so can you. And it was your idea.’
‘That was before I got up here and saw how high it is. It’s one thing to read about how to do this stuff, and it’s another to actually do it,’ Alec argued. ‘Can’t we walk across on your force field?’
Aaron shook his head. ‘My force field doesn’t extend that far.’
‘Oh.’ Alec paled, his fingers slowly reaching towards his conch shell.
‘You’ll be fine.’ Aaron pulled his hand away from the shell and shoved the vine into his palm. ‘And remember, it’s all about physics.’
Alec clutched the vine. But he didn’t move. He just stared at it.
‘Just go,’ Venus snapped, ‘before I push you.’
Alec jumped off the platform so fast Hailey worried Venus had pushed him. But he quickly swung across the vines and landed beside Demi and the twins, where he stared back towards Hailey, Jayden, and Aaron, blinking as though he couldn’t believe what he’d just done. 
‘Hailey,’ Aaron said. 
‘What?’
‘Your turn.’
‘No,’ she said automatically. She hadn’t thought about the fact she’d need to swing across like everyone else. What if she slipped? What if a vine broke? 
‘There are safety measures, remember?’ Jayden said, as if reading her mind.
She wasn’t so convinced about that, and she didn’t want to be the one to discover Amathia and Master Anderson had lied about the safety measures by getting herself barbecued. 
‘You don’t want Venus to see you scared, do you?’ Jayden added so quietly only she could hear. 
Not fair,
Hailey grumbled in her head. She did not want to give Venus the satisfaction of seeing her scared. Especially when it was probably what Venus hoped for, so that she had an excuse not to jump herself and could spend the rest of the year mocking Hailey for her cowardice.
Hailey whipped around to Venus. ‘If you push me, I’ll summon a gale of wind to knock you into the fire.’ 
Venus screwed up her face but kept her mouth shut. Hailey’s hands trembled when she took the vine from Aaron.
‘Come on, Hails. You can do it,’ Demi called out.
Hailey fiddled with her gold necklace, summoning the courage to jump. She made the mistake of glancing down at the raging fire, imagining herself falling into the flames and her skin melting off. She forced her eyes back on Demi and Alec. They were only fifteen yards away, but to her it felt as though she had to pass a gorge to get to them. She tightened her grip on the vine.
Safety measures, she reminded herself and leapt. Jumping was like receiving a shot of adrenaline to her heart. Her survival instincts took over, quashing her fear and sharpening her focus. She swung towards the second vine, her hand automatically reaching for it. She felt as though her body had taken over, and she was merely watching as she zoomed through the air, grabbing for the third vine before landing on the platform. 
‘I did it!’ Hailey gaped, barely able to believe she’d made it to this side. 
‘I know how you feel.’ Alec was clinging to the trunk of the tree, a little colour having returned to his cheeks.
‘Ooh, this will be interesting,’ Demi said.
Hailey followed her gaze. Venus was gripping the vine. Despite the defiant look on her face, Hailey was pretty sure she was fighting the urge to wet her pants. 
Venus stood there.
And stood there.
And stood there. 
‘It’s easy, Venus,’ Cleo called.
‘You just swing and reach,’ Nerissa yelled.
Venus didn’t budge. 
‘Don’t,’ Hailey heard Jayden say, right before Aaron shoved Venus. 
The scream that tore from Venus’s throat echoed through the forest. A frenzy of cawing and wing flapping followed it as birds took to the sky in fear. Venus seemed to remember her life depended on her reaching for the next vine, so she did. 
And missed.
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Breaking Point
Hailey’s stomach dropped along with Venus as she watched her fall. Sure she despised Venus and had fantasised about her dying once or a hundred times, but that didn’t mean she actually wanted her to die, or even get hurt—well, grievously at least. But she couldn’t do anything to save Venus.
The flames rose up to meet her falling body, but Venus didn’t plunge into them. She stopped mere inches above them, her body appearing frozen in mid-air while a force field rippled beneath her. Hailey glanced at Aaron. His hands were by his sides, which meant it wasn’t his force field that had saved her. 
‘Safety measures,’ Alec muttered.
‘YOU PUSHED ME!’ Venus roared, stumbling to her feet and glaring up at Aaron.
‘You weren’t moving,’ Aaron retorted. ‘Besides, you threatened to push Alec.’ 
‘I didn’t actually do it.’ 
‘Don’t worry, we’ll get you up,’ Cleo called down.
‘Hurry. This force field thing is really hot.’ 
‘Get her up,’ Nerissa yelled across to Aaron.
‘Me? What can I do?’ He appeared disinterested, like he’d have no issue leaving Venus behind while the rest of them finished the race. 
‘Use your force field,’ Cleo shouted.
‘Whatever. But we’re swinging across first.’ He held the vine to Jayden. ‘Your turn.’
Jayden swung across to Hailey and the others, and Aaron followed after him. 
‘Now help her,’ Nerissa ordered.
Another conch shell sounded.
Aaron’s jaw clenched, and Hailey thought he might shove Nerissa off the platform for bossing him around. Instead, he aimed his palms down.
The force field Venus stood on shook violently, rippling like a lake being pelted by hailstones. 
‘Stop it!’ Venus cried, losing her balance. She tried to get up, but the force field continued shaking and she stumbled again. ‘Stop it. Now!’
Aaron dropped his force field. ‘That was weird.’ He stared at his hands with a frown. ‘It felt like trying to force two opposite magnets together.’
Alec scratched his head. ‘I think your force field was fighting the energy from the one down there.’
Aaron shrugged. ‘Well, I tried. Let’s go.’
‘Demi can get her up,’ Jayden said with an admonishing look at Aaron.
‘Again? I’ve already saved her once.’
‘Hailey will help you this time.’
‘I will?’ Hailey wasn’t sure what she could do. 
‘Yes,’ Jayden said. ‘Demi can use her powers to grow one of the vines down to Venus, and then you can create a breeze strong enough to get her swinging again.’
‘I guess so,’ Hailey said, disappointed they’d worked out a way to rescue Venus and she had to help. ‘Come on, let’s get it over with,’ she told Demi.
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Fine.’ She aimed a hand at the vine Venus had missed; it stretched down towards the flames, dropping low enough that Venus could grab it. Demi flicked her hand boredly, giving as much effort to saving Venus as a child forced to apologise to their sibling. The vine retracted back up, Venus dangling from the end of it. 
‘Get ready to swing,’ Hailey warned Venus.
‘I don’t think I want you to swing me. The last time you used wind on someone, they broke their arm.’
Hailey gaped. Was Venus seriously dissing her abilities when her escaping the fire depended on Hailey’s powers? She was about to leave her hanging—literally—but a chiding look from Jayden stopped her. ‘I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.’
Hailey reached out a hand, warmth flowing into her fingers. The leaves of the trees rustled, and Venus began to swing back and forth like a pendulum as Hailey shifted her hand from side to side, containing the wind around Venus so that the next vine she had to grab wouldn’t blow away. 
‘Enough swinging. Get some more power,’ Venus shouted.
Oh, I’ll give you power. Warmth shot from Hailey’s fingertips like a blast of hot air, and the trees above Venus creaked as the flames from the fire below grew.
‘That’s too much!’ Venus yelled, closing her eyes against the wind as she sailed backwards on the vine.
‘Get ready.’ Hailey flicked her hand to the right, changing the wind’s direction. Venus shot forward and missed the next vine, flying straight past it. She screamed, her grip on the other vine slipping, and soared into the tree. She didn’t crash into it—a little to Hailey’s disappointment. Instead, she dangled from the platform they were standing on. 
Venus scowled, her eyes pure fury. ‘Get me up!’ 
Demi laughed. ‘Nice work, Hails.’
‘Thanks.’ Hailey felt a lot better now.
‘You almost killed me!’ Venus screeched at Hailey after the twins dragged her up.
‘The force field would have caught you before you hit the ground,’ Hailey retorted. ‘And besides, you should have expected me to drop you, since I apparently have no control over my powers.’ 
Venus growled—actually growled. Maybe she’s half harpy after all, thought Hailey. 
‘Enough,’ Jayden told them. ‘Just one more obstacle. That’s all we need to get through.’
‘Lower us down, Demi,’ Aaron instructed.
‘Aye aye, Captain.’ Demi saluted before touching the tree, which shrank down and down and down until they were close enough to jump to the ground. 
A wooden sign was banged into the earth, which said GO RIGHT.
‘Right?’ Alec frowned, glancing to the right, where more forest stretched before them. ‘That’s towards the other teams.’ 
‘I wonder if it’s a fight to the death,’ Demi pondered as they followed the sign’s direction.
Jayden smirked. ‘I highly doubt it.’
It took about ten minutes of hiking through the forest to get to their next obstacle, which appeared to be in a cave. Hailey tensed. She was as fond of caves as she was of forests. 
‘I don’t want to go in there,’ Alec said, his skin losing colour again as he stared at the cave’s entrance, which was big enough to allow a half-grown giant through it. 
‘Don’t worry, I’m sure there’s no Scylla in this one,’ Aaron joked. 
Venus raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. ‘What are you talking about? Why would a monster be inside?’
‘Just a random example,’ Aaron replied casually. 
Another team arrived while they were standing there. There were eleven of them, and they were covered in dried sand and bleeding gashes. They spared a glance at Hailey and her friends, eyeing up their competition, before darting into the cave. 
‘Hurry up,’ Aaron barked, taking the lead again, not impressed that another team was beating them. 
Hailey swallowed. It’s just a cave, she told herself, and shuffled into the circular cavern. Lanterns rested on the dirt ground, casting a dim orange glow over everything. Carved into the wall of rock directly across from the entrance were six tunnels. Hailey’s chest tightened, and she stepped backwards as images of Tartarus flashed into her mind: the tunnels in the pit… the hatch… the Erinyes… the fear rooms. She closed her eyes, trying to stop the images. Instead, glimpses of her nightmares greeted her. 
The gods surrounded Hailey. 
A hand grabbed her wrist, and her eyes flew open. ‘It’s okay,’ Jayden told her, voice soft. ‘This is a cave. It’s not the Underworld.’ 
‘Right.’ Hailey blew out a long breath and felt her fear go with it. ‘Okay. I’m okay. Thanks.’ 
‘Come on.’ 
The rest of their team idled before the tunnels, staring into them, trying to work out which one to go down. Thankfully, they hadn’t witnessed her panic attack. The cavern’s appearance had taken her by surprise. She focussed instead on how different this place was to Tartarus—there were no jewels embedded in the rocks with prisoners extracting them, nor Erinyes patrolling, waiting to punish anyone for slacking off. It was just an ordinary cave. 
‘Which one do we choose?’ Aaron asked Alec.
Alec threw his hands up. ‘There’s no riddle or anything to point to the right one.’ 
The blast of a conch shell echoed from inside the tunnels.
Hailey gulped, wondering what might be lurking inside. A minotaur? Amathia had promised this island was monster-free, but maybe one had snuck in after she and the teachers had created the obstacles, and was waiting in the darkness to devour them. 
‘They’re probably all the same,’ Aaron said. ‘There’s probably six to stop the teams from running into each other. Let’s just go with this one.’ He entered the third tunnel from the left. 
It’s just a game, Hailey reminded herself, following her friends into the tunnel. Like the cavern, lanterns lined the floor, lighting the straight path ahead. Hailey imagined it leading them to an old mine shaft, where they’d have to pile into a cart and speed over a bunch of tracks that would suddenly end in the middle of nowhere, leaving them stranded on an unfinished rail line. 
Another shell bellowed. Hailey ignored it, not wanting to freak herself out by picturing students falling down a mine shaft—or facing a monster. 
‘Wait.’ Aaron’s voice cut through the silence.
Hailey peered past him to see why he’d stopped. She expected to see the mine shaft she’d envisioned, but what she saw was a thousand times worse. 
Spider webs!

Where there are webs, there are spiders. Big. Hairy. Scary. Spiders. With long legs and eight blinking eyes. A shudder jerked through Hailey’s body, and her hairs stood on end. 
‘I’m not going in there.’ Venus’s voice trembled.
Great, Hailey thought, now she’d have to fake bravery to show up Venus. 
Demi scoffed. ‘Are you kidding me? The last obstacle is getting through a few spider webs—there aren’t even spiders in them.’
Hailey looked again. Web hung from the ceiling and weaved across their path, looking like an explosion of candy floss threads. She couldn’t see any evidence of spiders, but that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding somewhere, waiting for someone to get tangled in their sticky traps before striking.
‘I’ll clear the way,’ Demi told them.
‘Demi, I don’t thi—’ Aaron started. 
Demi swiped at the closest spider web, her hand becoming tangled. ‘What the?’ Demi yanked her hand, but the web kept it glued in place, not a single strand breaking.
‘That’s no ordinary spider web.’ Alec narrowed his eyes at the threads clinging to Demi’s skin. ‘That’s diamond spider web.’ 
‘What are you talking about, Alec?’ Demi tugged her hand again. ‘There’s no such thing as spiders that spin diamond webs.’
‘It’s not made of diamonds,’ Alec corrected. ‘It’s named after its strength—it’s as strong as a diamond. An incredibly rare spider called the—’
‘Yep, that’s great, Alec,’ Demi interrupted. ‘Now get me out of this stuff.’
Alec grabbed the web entrapping her and yanked it. Instead of breaking, the web glued to Alec’s hand too. ‘Um, I’m not strong enough.’
‘Are you kidding me?’ Demi yelled. ‘You lifted a tree before and you’re telling me you can’t tear this spider web.’
‘It’s the strongest spider web in the world,’ Alec argued. ‘It makes that tree look like a tree branch.’ Alec tried tearing his hand free a couple more times before giving up and using his Unique powers to phase through it. 
‘Don’t suppose you’ve learned how to pass your powers to other people since our last Powers class?’ Aaron asked him.
Alec’s shoulders slumped. ‘No.’
‘Of course I get stuck with a bunch of rejects on this.’ Venus shook her head. ‘All of your powers are pathetic.’
Hailey didn’t know if it was because she’d had enough of the obstacle race, or because she was sick of being scared, but something inside her snapped like a twig beneath a minotaur’s hoof. She whirled on Venus. ‘Are you serious? You think our powers are pathetic? What have you done to get us through the obstacles? Nothing! Because your and the twins’ powers are worthless. All you can do is control boys. That’s what’s pathetic. You don’t even have real powers. We’ve all taken turns saving your arse today, and did you thank us? No. You’ve complained the whole time. And now you’re telling us that we’re pathetic?’ Hailey shoved Venus into the twins, the three of them tumbling down together. 
‘Hailey, you—’
Haile’s eyes shot to Jayden. ‘Don’t tell me to be the bigger person after what she just said and has been saying all day. You can’t defend her anymore. She’s a harpy, and we shouldn’t have to put up with it.’
‘I was just going to say there’s a spider above you.’
Hailey glanced up, her composure to stay brave in front of Venus faltered, and she stumbled backwards—right into the spider webs. It was like falling against a wall—a very sticky wall. She tried to pull free, grimacing when the web tugged her hair. 
‘Don’t bother, it won’t work,’ Demi sighed from right beside her. ‘Oh, and nice speech. If I wasn’t stuck here, I would have pushed her too.’ 
Venus and the twins were back on their feet, looking so angry Hailey thought they might burst into flames. ‘Now you really are pathetic.’ Venus reached her fist back. 
Aaron grabbed Venus’s hand before she could punch Hailey. ‘Don’t.’ That one word was lined with so much threat it sent a chill through Hailey. Venus was smart enough not to argue or resist, and Aaron let her go. 
‘So what do we do now?’ Jayden asked.
‘You lose.’
Everyone spun around—except for Hailey and Demi, who were already facing the tunnel. A team of nine stood before them. All boys, each of them covered in sand and gashes like the other team they’d seen. The boy who had spoken looked like a senior, and had puncture wounds dotted over his arms and legs. Hailey guessed he’d decided to run through the darts.
‘Get out of our way.’ The boy unsheathed a sword from his back and pushed past Jayden, Alec, Aaron, and the evil trio. 
A glimmer of hope sparked in Hailey when he approached her, thinking he’d cut her free—or at least try to. Although she wasn’t sure what good a sword would be against these webs. The boy sliced the sword towards the web to Hailey’s right, the blade glowing orange in the lantern light, and it cut straight through it.
‘Hephaestus steel,’ Alec gasped in awe. ‘The strongest metal in the world, besides adamantine,’ Alec explained when everyone looked at him. ‘Hephaestuses craft it by combining a variety of metals like—’
‘Hey, Sword Guy,’ Venus cooed. 
The boy who appeared in charge of the team turned around. ‘No, we won’t help you.’
Venus strutted towards him, a cloud of pink mist puffing from her mouth and swarming the nine boys. They blinked, swiping at the mist, before their bodies went rigid and the light in their eyes dimmed. ‘How can I serve you, my love?’ they said in unison. 
Venus smirked. ‘That’s more like it. I want you to get me and my friends’—she indicated to the twins—‘out of this tunnel.’ 
‘Of course, my love,’ the infected boys said. 
‘Hey, you can’t leave us here.’ Demi’s free hand lunged out to grab Venus, but she was a few inches from her reach. 
Another conch shell bellowed as the web Sword Guy had sliced through knitted back together, as if an invisible spider were weaving it—it appeared the web was spelled to reform after a minute.
‘Why not? Apparently my powers are worthless and aren’t even real powers,’ Venus retorted.
Hailey sighed. Of course her words would come back to haunt her. 
‘Well, we didn’t expect to run into a team of boys,’ Demi countered. ‘Normally, your powers are worthless and—’
‘Later.’ Venus moved to leave.
‘Wait.’ Hailey ground her teeth together. She knew what Venus wanted. What it would take to free them from this. She was more tempted to blow her shell—not that she could get to it—than do what she was about to. But her friends had worked so hard to get here, and she wouldn’t let them down.
‘Yes.’ A smile of pure venom curved Venus’s lips.
‘Hailey, it’s not worth it,’ Aaron said, sensing what she was about to say.
‘Yes, it is.’ She knew he, more than anyone else, wanted to finish this. ‘I’m sorry for what I said earlier.’ The words tasted bitter. ‘Your powers aren’t pathetic or worthless. I was just taking my frustration out on you.’
‘It’s good that you’ve come to your senses.’ Venus’s voice oozed conceit. ‘But there’s one more thing I’d like to hear you say.’
‘What?’ Hailey snarled. 
‘I want you to admit what you are—a pathetic excuse for a Zeus.’
‘Hailey, don’t,’ Demi pleaded. ‘Nothing is worth that.’
Aaron glowered at Venus, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. ‘Just free them, or else…’ 
‘Or else what? You’ll take on nine boys—one with a sword?’
‘If I have to.’
‘Venus, if you want your tiara, we have to reach the end of the course as a team,’ Jayden pointed out. ‘If you leave us behind, you won’t get it.’
‘Oh, I will. I’ll just tell Madam Grayson what you said about my powers being worthless, and how when I offered to help you out of the spider webs using them, you refused. And she’ll believe me, because you’ve made it pretty clear to everyone what you think of Aphrodites.’
Hailey wasn’t convinced Madam Grayson would believe her, especially considering how Madam Grayson had admitted to seeing past Venus’s sweet-as-chocolate act to her rotten core. But she needed to get her friends out of this. ‘I’m a pathetic excuse for a Zeus.’ The words sliced her insides like razor blades. 
Venus beamed. ‘Yes, you are. Okay, boys, I suppose you can free them. We’ve got tiaras to win.’
Sword Guy cut Hailey and Demi loose before slashing a path ahead. The other boys formed a circle around Venus and the twins, protecting them from the loose strands of web floating about, while they followed after Sword Guy.
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron hesitated, staring towards Hailey with sympathy—or maybe it was pity. Either way, it made her feel even worse. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go before the web reforms.’ 
The boys took the lead, with Hailey and Demi following after them. Hailey ducked and flinched away from the broken strands of web as she walked, afraid of getting stuck again. 
‘Don’t listen to anything she said,’ Demi whispered from behind her. ‘You’re an incredible Zeus, and she’s just jealous.’
‘Thanks,’ Hailey said, swallowing around the lump in her throat. She would not let Venus make her feel like a failure. Hailey’s powers were a thousand times more powerful than hers, and if she wanted to, she could whirl Venus away on a tornado or freeze her in a snowstorm. She wished she’d left her to roast on that fire.
‘Do you want me to trip her into a web?’ Demi offered when another conch shell sounded from somewhere behind them.
Hailey shook her head. ‘It’s okay. I don’t think I can handle her screaming anymore.’ Hailey replayed images of Venus toppling down the sand dune and of her falling off the vine. She smiled. She’s the pathetic one, not me. ‘And we’re almost finished,’ she told Demi, nudging her head towards the tunnel’s approaching exit. 
Hailey and the others piled out of the tunnel, stepping back into the forest. An explosion of cheers greeted them. The other teams stood around the cave’s exit, clapping and hollering. Amathia, Madam Norwood, and Master Anderson stepped towards them as the cheering stopped and the students began breaking apart.
‘Congratulations on finishing the course,’ Master Anderson said, slapping Sword Guy on the shoulder—he didn’t even blink, his eyes still empty. 
‘You’ve come in eighth and ninth place,’ Madam Norwood informed them. ‘Something to be proud of.’
Aaron’s face fell. ‘That’s last when you take into account the seven teams who quit.’
‘Yes,’ Madam Norwood admitted. ‘But you finished, and they did not.’
That seemed enough to make Aaron smile. 
‘Where’s my tiara?’ Venus demanded.
Amathia raised an eyebrow. ‘Tiara?’ 
‘Madam Grayson said if we finished she’d give me and the twins each a tiara. Where are they?’
‘I think you will have to take that up with Madam Grayson,’ Amathia replied. ‘But until then, I hope the satisfaction of finishing a very challenging race is enough to keep you content.’ 
Venus scoffed. ‘Hardly.’
Hailey resisted the urge to kick her. 
‘There are dematerialisers over there who will escort you back to the palace.’ Madam Norwood pointed to a group of students standing a few yards away, beside bushes growing juicy blueberries. Some of the other competitors were already making their way towards them.
Hailey and the rest of her team joined the crowd. She was grateful she’d be getting a ride straight back to the palace. Her entire body ached, and she thought if she closed her eyes, she might not wake up for a week. She never wanted to run in an obstacle race again—she’d rather wear a neutralising bracelet for an entire year. 
The team in front of them vanished, blinking out of sight so quickly it was if they’d never been standing there. A second later a senior girl materialised in front of them and held her hands out. ‘Everyone link up.’ 
Jayden basically had to wrestle Venus to get her hand.
Tingles spread through Hailey’s body and the world spun, mixing into a smear of greens, blues, and yellows that reformed into the palace’s grounds, where students cheered and threw potion vials into the air. They exploded into a shower of sparkling fireworks. 
Madam Grayson strode towards them from the crowd of teachers standing near the trees with seaweed rope wrapped around them. ‘Well done on finishing. You’re all still alive, so that’s a good sign.’
‘Where’s my tiara?’
‘There is no tiara, Venus.’
‘What? You lied! You can’t lie, you’re a teacher.’
‘Let’s call it misleading you. You needed an incentive to finish the race. Otherwise, you would have given up at the first obstacle, so I led you to believe there’d be a prize.’
‘But—’ Venus sputtered.
‘I’m still happy to offer up neutralising bracelets, if you’re interested.’
‘No,’ Venus said quickly. 
Hailey suppressed a laugh; it was nice to know Venus wouldn’t be getting what she wanted after all. 




7
Spying Again
Hailey stood back in the lantern-lit cavern from the obstacle course race, peering down the six tunnels. ‘Hello,’ she called out. ‘Demi? Jayden? Anyone?’
‘I’m here.’
Hailey whirled around, her breath catching. Hades. Hailey shook her head, backing away from him. ‘No. We put you back to sleep. You’re trapped in Tartarus.’ 
‘But you are in Tartarus.’ He nudged his head behind Hailey.
She spun around and almost collapsed when she saw jewels trapped inside the rock walls and a myriad of tunnels. ‘No!’ she cried. ‘I don’t want to be here. Let me go. Please!’ she begged. 
‘Too late,’ Hades said, right before lightning stuck the ground and Zeus materialised. 
Hailey’s eyes flew open before Zeus could strike her. I’m safe. I’m in my bed. The gods are dead, she told herself over and over again until her racing heart slowed, and then she remembered the nereids being in the stable. How could she have forgotten about the nereids? That stupid race had completely distracted her and made her too tired to even remember them after she’d returned to the palace. 
Furious at herself, Hailey leapt out of bed. The nereids had already had too much time to devise a plan to resurrect the gods, and she wouldn’t let them have any more. The sun was rising, its rays making the crystal doors of the window sparkle with rainbows, so she didn’t feel too bad about shaking Demi awake. 
‘Go away,’ Demi groused, feebly trying to push Hailey back. 
‘No, Demi. You need to get up.’
‘Why?’ she grumbled, keeping her eyes firmly shut. 
‘Because we forgot to sort out the nereid issue yesterday.’
‘So? It can wait a few more hours.’
Hailey bit her lip. Yeah, it probably could wait a few more hours, considering they’d given the nereids a whole day to plan in private. And Amathia was no longer supervising a race, so could keep an eye on her sisters. But that didn’t settle Hailey’s nerves. She blamed the nightmare for that. It had reminded her that the gods could return, especially if the nereids were allowed to enact whatever plan they had in the works. And she absolutely refused to let that happen.
‘It can’t wait,’ Hailey said to Demi, who must have sensed the urgency in her tone, because she stopped arguing. 
‘Fine,’ she gave in, finally opening her eyes. ‘But I’m going back to sleep after.’
‘Thank you.’ Hailey slipped into the hallway and headed for the common room, while Demi trailed behind her, yawning.
A few students sat by the fire, far too absorbed in their conversation to notice Hailey and Demi creeping towards the boys’ dormitories.
Hailey pushed the door open and smacked into Brennan. 
‘Sorry,’ Hailey stammered, her face growing warm.
Brennan’s eyes widened with surprise. Hailey guessed he didn’t bump into many girls in the boys’ dormitories. ‘Oh, it’s you.’
Hailey crossed her arms, suddenly feeling very self-conscious about being in her pyjamas. ‘Sorry again. We were just…’ She didn’t have a ready excuse.
‘Trying to visit our friends.’
Hailey shot Demi a look that said are you insane? She didn’t know anything about Brennan, so who was to say he wouldn’t run straight to Madam Grayson’s dorm and turn them in for breaking into the boys’ dormitories. 
Demi gave a trust me look. ‘Basically, I forgot to do my homework last night, and our friend Alec is a genius, so I’m hoping he can help me.’
‘But it’s 6am. On a Sunday,’ Brennan pointed out.
‘Yeah, well I can’t sleep or enjoy my weekend until I’ve done all my homework. It’s like a form of anxiety.’
Hailey suppressed a laugh. Demi was more a do-your-homework and study-for-tests-at-the-last-minute kind of person. 
‘Look, I don’t care why you want to see your friends, but if you want, I’ll take you. It’s the least I can do,’ Brennan said, giving Hailey a pointed look.
Great, Hailey thought, he’s one of the people who thinks I’m special because of my powers. ‘Brennan, just because I’m a Zeus doesn’t mean you should feel obligated to help us or be intimidated by me. I’m normal like everyone else, and that’s how I like to be treated.’
‘Um… I… I just meant that I owed you after I helped Venus attack you.’
‘Oh.’ Hailey’s cheeks burned. Good one, Hailey, assuming that anyone who acts weird around you clearly thinks you’re a superstar. Way to act like an arrogant—
‘Thanks for the offer,’ Demi said. ‘But there’s hardly anyone here. I think we can get through on our own.’
‘Okay. Well, if you ever need help getting somewhere, let me know.’ He scurried off before Hailey could snap out of her embarrassment to thank him.
Demi grinned at her. ‘I think he likes you.’
Hailey rolled her eyes. ‘No, he just thinks I’m an idiot. Now let’s hurry up.’ She snuck to the end of the hallway and knocked on Alec and Aaron’s door, while Demi went to wake up Jayden. 
‘Um, come in.’ Hailey had been expecting a mumble, but Aaron sounded wide awake. She opened the door and found him standing in front of his desk on the right side of the room, one hand behind his back and an anxious look on his face, like Hailey had walked in on him stealing something. 
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt whatever you were doing.’
‘I wasn’t really doing anything.’ Aaron whipped an envelope out from behind his back. ‘I was just about to send my dad a letter.’ 
‘You do that. I can wait.’ She glanced away from Aaron and wasn’t surprised to find his side of the dorm strewn with books and crumpled clothes, and Alec’s side meticulous with not so much as a book spine out of place in the stacked pile on his desk. Even his sea-silk sheet and duvet—which he was currently dozing under—were crease free. 
Aaron pressed a stamp onto the envelope, the letter vanishing, before he turned back to Hailey. ‘So what’s wrong?’ 
‘We forgot to talk about the nereids.’
‘Right. I guess I’ll wake Alec up.’ 
Hailey settled on the floor between the two beds and was soon joined by Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron.
‘I say we strangle them in their sleep,’ Demi volunteered before anyone else could talk. ‘Then we never have to worry about them again.’
Jayden yawned. ‘Nymphs don’t sleep.’ 
‘Oh, yeah.’
‘I think we tell Amathia,’ Alec offered, going with his usual tell-a-teacher approach. 
‘I don’t know.’ Hailey crossed her legs. ‘She’ll probably just remind us that she spoke with them and not to worry.’ 
Hailey really liked Amathia, but when it came to her sisters, she tended to be very naïve, and Hailey didn’t want to trust that things would be okay just because Amathia said they would. She’d told Hailey the same thing last year, and the Olympian gods had almost been resurrected. She needed to find out for herself if the nereids were up to anything, and that meant doing some spying of her own.
‘I think Alec could be right this time,’ Jayden countered. ‘Last time we took up spying, we became prisoners in the Underworld. Plus we told Madam Grayson and Amathia we would stay away from the nereids.’
‘We also stopped the gods,’ Demi pointed out. ‘And ruined the nereids’ plans. Basically, we saved the world.’
‘Aaron, what do you think?’ Jayden asked. 
Aaron had been staring at his desk, but he jumped when Jayden said his name. ‘What?’ 
Jayden frowned. ‘Are you okay?’
His eyes flicked to the desk again, only for a second. ‘Yeah. Just got distracted. What was the question?’
Demi chucked a pen at him. ‘Pay attention. What do you think we should do about the nereids?’
Aaron tossed the pen onto his desk. ‘Oh… um… I think we tell Amathia and leave it up to her.’
‘What?’ Demi’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re the one who’s always saying we need to take things into our own hands, and now you want to leave it up to Amathia.’
Aaron shrugged. ‘It’s not like we can follow them into the water. Amathia can.’ 
Hailey cocked an eyebrow at him. He was being weird again. Last year he would have demanded they start spying straight away, but now it was as if he didn’t even care. Her suspicions about the potion wearing off re-emerged. It was the only thing that could explain his change in personality. He was probably terrified of the nereids trapping them somewhere like the Underworld again. Hailey was scared, too, but she wouldn’t let the nereids win. 
‘Okay, how about a compromise,’ Hailey suggested. ‘We tell Amathia, but we also take up spying. Amathia can follow her sisters into the water, and we can spy on them when we’re not in class.’
‘How?’ Alec asked. ‘We don’t have the wand to make us invisible anymore.’
‘We can hide in Rain’s stall. If we’re lucky, we’ll be there when they take the horses out, and hopefully they’ll let something slip.’
‘I can deal with that.’ Demi leaned back against Aaron’s bed.
Alec shifted nervously. ‘I don’t see why we can’t just leave it up to Amathia. Why do we have to get involved again?’
‘Because I want to know what they’re doing, too, and Amathia might miss something,’ Hailey explained.
‘Okay,’ Jayden said. ‘It seems reasonable enough. Let’s go see Amathia.’
‘I think I should go alone,’ Hailey said. ‘I’m the one who saw the nereids, and if we go together she’ll probably guess we’re spying again,’ Hailey added before anyone could argue.
‘Are you sure?’ Demi asked her. 
‘Yes.’ 
A letter materialised on Aaron’s desk, and he lunged for it. He went to open it and then seemed to remember he wasn’t alone. He turned back to them, hiding the letter behind his back. ‘You should probably go now,’ he told Hailey and Demi. ‘You don’t want to get caught on the wrong side of the dormitories when everyone wakes up.’
‘Okay,’ Hailey said, feeling a little bad for not siding with him. She’d try and talk to him later and let him know that if he didn’t want to spy, he didn’t have to. 
Hailey knocked on the Ancient History classroom door, her nerves twisting her stomach. She wasn’t sure how Amathia would react. She doubted she’d be mad about Hailey sneaking into Poseidon’s stable, but she worried that maybe Amathia would get offended and think Hailey was accusing her of not protecting the school. 
The door swung open; Amathia stood in its frame, her usual kind smile in place. ‘Yes?’
‘I need to tell you something.’ Hailey took one step into the classroom and froze. Nemertes lurked beside Amathia’s desk.
‘We can finish this conversation later, Nemertes,’ Amathia told her sister, keeping the door open for her to leave.
‘Very well, sister.’ Her tone was acid, making it sound as if she wanted nothing more than to strangle Amathia. She shot Hailey a venomous glare before slamming the door behind her.
‘I apologise for my sister’s behaviour. Nemertes has not been in a very good mood since school recommenced. Would you like to sit?’ 
‘No, I won’t be long,’ Hailey said, remaining by the door. She hesitated a second before saying, ‘I think your sisters are plotting how to wake up the gods again, and probably how to get rid of us,’ Hailey added, knowing killing off the school population was at the top of the nereids’ list too. 
Amathia’s face remained neutral. ‘Why do you think that?’ 
‘Because I saw them taking the sea-horses for a ride, and that’s what they did last year when they were planning the world’s demise.’
‘I assure you my sisters are merely riding the horses. They know the consequences if I catch them doing anything untoward again.’
Hailey’s heart sank. Amathia didn’t believe her. Her face must have reflected her disappointment because Amathia went on to say, ‘I keep a close eye on them and follow them whenever they leave the palace. All they speak of is what a horrid sister I am.’ 
‘I know they’re planning something.’ Hailey’s voice was desperate. ‘I can feel it.’ 
‘If they are, I promise I will learn of it and foil them. It’s not your responsibility to worry about my sisters, Hailey.’
‘Why do you let them live here?’ Hailey asked, the question came out more as a demand. ‘You know they’re evil. And I don’t think your excuse about this being their home too is a good enough reason to let them stay here, not when they want us all dead.’ 
‘That is a fair question,’ Amathia said, nodding her head. ‘There is an expression you humans have that I think explains why… keep your friends close, and your enemies closer. If I banished my sisters, it would be much harder to track them and find out what they were up to. While they are here, I can keep an eye on them.’
It makes sense. Kicking the nereids out of the palace won’t make them stop trying to find a way to resurrect the gods. It probably won’t even stop them from figuring out a way to come back and kill all of us students. ‘Yeah, I suppose that’s true.’ 
‘Now, I do believe it’s Sunday. You should be sleeping-in not wandering around the palace.’ Amathia opened the door and ushered Hailey outside. ‘Do not fear, I will continue to watch my sisters.’
And so will I. 
***
Hailey slipped into the stable with Aaron, their book bags slung over their shoulders, and gave each horse a quick pat before sneaking into Rain’s stall. 
‘We’re hiding,’ Hailey told Rain as she latched the gate behind her. ‘Just pretend we’re not here if someone comes in.’
Rain snorted and bobbed her head. 
‘Thank you.’ Hailey scratched her behind the ears before joining Aaron on the ground in the corner, next to a polished-coral trough full of water. He was staring at the ceiling. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘Yeah.’ He flicked a piece of hay. ‘I just don’t see the point in all this.’
‘How can you say that when last year you kept telling us we needed to take care of the nereids ourselves?’
‘And look where that got us last time.’
So he is freaked out about the Underworld. I’m not alone. ‘You’ve been acting really weird since we got back to the Academy,’ Hailey began, some of the tension in her stomach loosening now that she could finally talk about her fears with someone. ‘And I think I know why.’
Aaron tensed, eyes growing wide. ‘Really?’
‘Yeah, that potion Madam Norwood gave us to block emotions about the Underworld has worn off, hasn’t it? You’re scared, and that’s why you don’t want to spy on the nereids— you’re afraid of them.’
Aaron’s shoulders dropped. ‘Yeah, that’s right. I don’t want you thinking I’m a coward.’
Hailey hid a smile, happy to know she wasn’t the only weak one. ‘I don’t think you’re a coward. The potion didn’t work on me either. I keep having nightmares about the gods returning. That’s why spying is important to me. I can’t risk the nereids finding another way to bring back the Olympians. I’m terrified of the prophecy coming true.’ 
‘Why didn’t you say something sooner?’ 
‘Same reason as you—I didn’t want to appear weak. No one else has nightmares like me.’
‘Hailey, even if the gods did come back, no one would expect you to stand up to them. You’re a civilian, not a trained soldier.’
Hailey tapped a finger on her necklace. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. It’s always been a fear of mine.’
‘Don’t worry,’ Aaron told her, his demeanour a lot more enthusiastic. ‘We’ll make sure the nereids don’t wake them up.’
‘I’ll hold you to that.’ She smiled, beyond relieved that she wasn’t alone in all of this. ‘So, do you want to talk about the Underworld?’
He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You know, about what scares you.’
‘Oh. I… those rooms were pretty scary—the ones that brought our fears to life.’
Hailey would never forget them. They were so dark, and as soon as you thought about something that scared you, it appeared. She’d had to face about a thousand tarantulas because of it, not to mention her dead father. ‘What happened in your room?’
Aaron shifted on the ground, and dropped his eyes to Rain, who was lying by the trough, nibbling on some hay. ‘You were there, and Demi, Jayden, and Alec. You told me you hated me and would never forgive me for something I’d done. You left me there in the dark, alone.’
Guilt clenched Hailey’s heart, which she knew was stupid since it hadn’t actually been her. ‘Aaron, I would never do that, and neither would the others. We’d forgive you for anything.’
Aaron smiled sadly. ‘I wish that were true.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Nothing. Come on, we should probably stop talking in case the nereids come in. If they hear us before they get to the stable, then our plan is ruined. Let’s just do our homework.’ He started pulling textbooks out of his book bag. 
Hailey didn’t say another word, figuring Aaron was probably right about the nereids potentially hearing them. She wondered if he’d suggested they stop talking because of that, or whether it was an excuse to stop talking about the Underworld. She wouldn’t force him to talk about it anymore. She’d done her best to let him know he wasn’t alone. 
Two hours later, Hailey and Aaron decided to abandon their posts and head outside to the grounds, where they found Jayden and Alec under a pearl tree not far from the palace, hunching over textbooks.
‘Where’s Demi?’ Hailey asked, settling on the ground.
Jayden shrugged. ‘When we told her we were coming out here to do homework, she said she’d pass and stayed back in the common room. So did the nereids go into the stable?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘Nope.’ 
‘You guys will never believe what I just saw.’ Demi plunked down beside Hailey. ‘I saw Nemertes talking to Cady.’
‘What?’ Hailey’s jaw dropped. The nereids never spoke to humans unless it was to hiss at them. 
‘I glanced out our dorm window, which is spelled to look into the back of the grounds—opposed to looking into the dorm of whoever is sleeping on the other side of ours.’
‘We know how the windows work,’ Aaron interrupted.
‘Anyway, I saw Nemertes and Cady talking.’ 
Jayden narrowed his eyes. ‘About what?’ 
‘I don’t know. I can’t read lips.’
‘That doesn’t make any sense.’ Alec scratched his head. 
‘No, it doesn’t,’ Hailey agreed. ‘Someone needs to talk to Cady and ask her what Nemertes said to her.’ Maybe the nereids are planning on killing students off one by one, and Nemertes was trying to lure Cady off somewhere.

‘I’ll do it,’ Jayden offered. ‘We’re friends, she’ll talk to me.’
Demi frowned. ‘Friends? Since when are you friends with her?’
‘Since I found her crying a few times after Venus terrorised her. We’re not good friends or anything. We just talk from time to time.’
‘When?’ Demi demanded. ‘I’ve never seen you two together.’
‘I didn’t realise there was a rule that I wasn’t allowed to talk to other people.’
‘There’s not,’ Demi said quickly. ‘I was just wondering.’ 
‘There she is.’ Aaron nudged his chin towards the palace, which Cady was about to enter. 
‘Be right back.’ Jayden sprinted over to her. 
Hailey watched Cady smile when Jayden tapped her on the shoulder. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Cady smile before. She was Venus’s favourite Unique to torment, and she was so shy Hailey didn’t think she had any friends. Cady was always alone, which made her a good target for the nereids, since it would probably take a while for someone to notice she was gone, giving the nereids extra time to kill a few more students. 
‘Do you think he likes her?’ Demi asked Hailey quietly. 
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why? Are you jealous?’
Demi snorted. ‘No, of course not. Just curious. Forget I asked.’
Hailey smirked, but let the topic drop because Jayden was sprinting back to them. 
‘Well?’ Aaron prompted.
‘Apparently, Nemertes was just being Nemertes. She was coming back from a swim and Cady was the only person in the back of the grounds. Nemertes called her a disgusting human or something and told her to get out of the palace.’
‘So nothing new then,’ Hailey remarked, relieved Nemertes wasn’t luring students away to kill them… yet. 
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Mid-Semester Break
Hailey sat at her desk in her dorm, scribbling down the characteristics of a gorgon for her Monsters and Creatures homework. 
‘Hello,’ someone said right behind her.
Hailey’s head whipped around. Nemertes lingered a foot away, smirking. Hailey shot to her feet and backed up against her desk, the polished coral pressing into her spine. ‘What are you doing here?’
Nemertes’s smirk widened. ‘I came to inform you you failed. You couldn’t stop me. I have resurrected the Olympians.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘You’re lying.’
Nemertes clicked her fingers and Hailey’s dorm vanished, replaced by the mine in Tartarus. ‘Someone wants to meet you.’ Nemertes’s eyes glistened with amusement before she blinked out of existence, lightning striking the ground where she’d stood. 
‘No!’ Hailey cried. ‘You’re dead.’
‘Not anymore.’ Zeus stretched his fingers towards her.
Hailey sucked in a breath when she woke up. She kicked off her duvet and fought the urge to scream in frustration. She was so sick of that stupid dream. She didn’t need to be constantly reminded of what would happen if the nereids succeeded in their plans. 
Two months had passed by, and despite hiding in the stable every day after classes, Hailey and her friends hadn’t even seen the nereids, let alone overheard any diabolical plotting. Hailey was hoping they weren’t up to anything after all, or that Amathia had thwarted them somehow. But she wasn’t ready to give up on spying yet. Although she wouldn’t have to worry about it for a week, because she was heading home for mid-semester break. 
Normally, students spent it at the Academy, but the rumours were that someone’s parents had complained to the School Board about the students not being allowed to go home, and Amathia had had to change the rules. So now Hailey was heading home for a week with her mum, which she was pretty happy about. 
By the time Hailey got dressed and moseyed into the common room with Demi, Madam Grayson was already handing out travelling necklaces to the second years, who were snatching them from the wooden chest in their overseer’s hands. The second they put the necklaces on, they smeared into a swirl of colours before vanishing. 
‘Jayden’s getting us some,’ Alec said, wandering over with Aaron from the study side of the common room. 
‘I’m here.’ Jayden strode through the horde of disappearing students and handed Hailey and the others a necklace with a gold-winged pendant on it. ‘Is it still okay if I stay at your place, Alec? My parents said the orphanage they’re volunteering at in Cambodia is busy, and they won’t get back in time to see me.’
‘Yeah, my parents are excited about having company.’
‘You can always stay at my place for the week,’ Demi offered.
‘Don’t worry, Dems, you’ll get to see me when you and Hailey come to visit Alec in a few days.’
Demi’s shoulders slumped a little. ‘That’s true.’
‘I’ll see everyone then,’ Hailey said, and placed the necklace over her head, closing her eyes and thinking of home. 
Tingles swept over her body like pins and needles, and when she opened her eyes she was back in her blue bedroom. A teenage girl sat on her bed, grinning. ‘Sweet heart, I missed you.’ The girl leapt up and threw her arms around Hailey. 
Hailey tensed and moved to pull away. But then she smelled the familiar scent of turpentine mixed with vanilla, and relaxed, squeezing the girl back.
When she pulled from the hug, Hailey noticed the girl’s deep auburn hair, which was pulled into a messy ponytail, and paint-smeared overalls. Hailey would have recognised her sooner if she’d been expecting her. Although technically she had been, just not looking like she did. 
‘Mum, you know I hate it when you use your powers like this. Please change back.’ 
The girl’s grin widened, and her face began stretching and contracting at the same time, and she shot up several inches. Her features stopped changing once she looked about thirty. But Hailey knew she was several years older. Her mum, Evonee, was a Hebe, which meant she could look as young as she wanted.
‘Happy?’ 
‘Yes.’ Hailey hugged her mum again. ‘I’ve missed you.’
‘Me too, kiddo.’ Evonee squeezed her back before settling on Hailey’s bed. ‘So, what have you been up to? I haven’t received any letters about how you’ve disappeared again, so that’s a good sign.’
Hailey smirked. ‘Not much.’ She perched beside her mum, her mattress feeling like a rock compared to her sea-sponge one at the Academy. ‘We’ve been learning about gorgons in Monsters and Creatures of the World.’
‘Boring.’ Evonee waved a hand. ‘I want to hear about the palace.’
‘You know I can’t.’ 
‘Just try. Maybe the spell or whatever it is isn’t working anymore.’
‘The palace is amazing and in the grounds there are…’ Hailey’s voice choked off, like someone had snatched the words from her throat, and her jaw locked. 
A spell protected Poseidon’s Academy so that anyone who had been there couldn’t tell someone who hadn’t about the palace, which meant her mum had no idea about a nereid teaching her Ancient History classes through a memory ball, or the jewel trees in the grounds. Hailey couldn’t even write about it without her hand having a seizure. 
Evonee’s face fell. ‘Maybe I’ll have to enrol there myself.’
‘No,’ Hailey begged. ‘I love you, but I can’t go to school with my mum.’
Evonee laughed. ‘Yeah, I guess. Okay, let’s make your favourite—chocolate-chip pancakes.’ 
***
Hailey materialised in front of London Station and glanced about, but couldn’t see Demi among the people popping into existence around her. She took off her bronze travelling necklace, wishing it had the power to take her to Alec’s house in Manchester. Unfortunately, it was only strong enough to take her around London, which meant she’d have to catch the tube the rest of the way. 
Demi materialised in a swirl of colours beside her a few minutes later. ‘Hey, Hails. Let’s go.’
They ambled into the tube station. An open space stretched before them, bustling with people. To the left was a series of archways with platform numbers painted above each one. To the right was a row of automatic ticket machines, and above them a screen displaying tube times and platforms.
Hailey and Demi drifted towards the ticket machines, patiently waiting in line. An alarm blared, drawing Hailey’s attention back to the archways, where a man was banging his fist against an invisible barrier in front of Platform 5. ‘I gotta ticket. Stupid archway’s broken!’ the man drunkenly declared as a security guard grabbed his arm and steered him out of sight. 
Demi nudged Hailey in the back. ‘Your turn.’
Hailey stepped up to the machine and typed in Manchester for her destination. She fed the machine ten pounds and received a ticket with the words Manchester Platform 3 printed along with a pair of gold wings.
‘Okay, let’s go,’ Demi said, collecting her own ticket. 
They pushed their way through the crowd towards Platform 3. The moment they stepped through the archway, their tickets vanished, like they had never existed in the first place.
The platform—which was basically just a giant empty hall with a few seats spread out—was packed with about fifty people. 
‘Why does everyone have to catch the same tube,’ Demi muttered, fighting through the crowd so she could stand behind the yellow line that stretched down the length of the platform. 
Whoo, whoo, a whistle sounded in the hall a minute later, and everyone surged towards the yellow line. Hailey had to dig her heels into the ground to keep from being shoved forward. The air shimmered in front of her, like heat waves rising from the road on a hot day, and a train materialised. A pair of gold wings was painted on all twenty carriages, spelled with transportation magic—just like the travelling necklace Hailey had used to get to the station. 
‘Manchester,’ someone called. ‘All aboard for Manchester.’
Hailey piled onto the tube with Demi and the fifty other people on the platform. There were no seats, only empty space and hanging handles. 
‘Alec’s place better be worth it,’ Demi grumbled after someone bashed her with their umbrella. ‘I hate public transport.’
‘Me too,’ Hailey agreed, wrinkling her nose against the stale stench of body odour.
‘The tube to Manchester will depart in 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.’
Hailey’s grip tightened on the handle above her. A whoosh sounded and her body exploded in tingles as the tube, and everyone on it, swirled into a mixture of colours. Everything reformed a few seconds later.
‘Manchester Station,’ the conductor announced when the doors slid open. 
Hailey and Demi poured from the tube, gulping in clean air before bustling down a set of stairs into an underground space bursting with people, cafes, convenience stores, and a busker playing the guitar. 
‘Let’s get out of here quickly.’ Demi grabbed Hailey’s hand and yanked her through the crowd towards a wall of automatic ticket machines. 
This time Hailey typed in Alec’s address: 5 Herodotus Place, Perseus Estate. She dropped two pounds into the coin slot, and a pair of gold wings appeared on the screen. Hailey pressed her fingers against the symbol, shivering as tingles swept up her arm and swarmed through her body.
The world swirled around her until she found herself standing in front of a set of gold towering gates. She peered through them and gasped at the enormous yard and mansion on the other side. ‘This can’t be right.’ She pulled out the piece of paper Alec had neatly written his address on and compared it with the mansion’s number. It matched.
‘Medusa, Alec’s rich!’ Demi said, materialising beside Hailey.
‘Yeah. I can’t believe it. I wonder why he never told us.’ 
‘Hello, anyone there?’ Demi called into the speaker on the gate.
‘Who wishes entrance to the Parkers’ estate?’ a man’s chipper voice asked.
‘Um, Demi and Hailey—we’re friends of Alec’s,’ Demi said. 
‘Enter.’
The gates swung inwards with a slight creak. 
‘Wow.’ Demi gasped as they stepped onto a stone pathway leading to the mansion.
It’s what Hailey was thinking too. The front yard was at least an acre of green grass dotted with hundreds of statues, which ranged from Theseus wrestling the original minotaur, to Grecian men and women posing. There were so many statues Hailey wondered if some of them were gorgon victims. She’d heard that people liked to collect them, which she thought was creepy. Honestly, who would want a statue that had once been a person?
‘I can’t wait to see inside,’ Demi chimed, nearing the white mansion.
The mansion reminded Hailey of an ancient Greek temple, with a row of towering columns out front and a pediment. 
Hailey walked up the four steps to the portico. She was reaching for the lion door knocker when the doors swung open. A gangly man wearing glasses stood on the other side, beaming. ‘You must be Alec’s friends. Well, come in.’ Hailey recognised his voice from the gate.
She stepped into the entryway, which was big enough to fit Hailey’s entire house in. The floor was made of white marble, and polished columns decorated the interior. Gold-leaf ornate patterns adorned the ceiling, and a wide marble staircase sat in the centre of the room.
‘I’m Alaric,’ the man in glasses said.
‘And I’m Amelie.’ A woman with blonde hair glided down the stairs, her red Grecian dress flowing out behind her. ‘It’s so nice to finally meet you both.’
‘Yes, we were starting to think Alec was making you up,’ Alaric added with a wink.
‘Dad, stop it.’ Alec strode in from one of the other rooms with Jayden. 
‘I can’t believe you kept the fact that you’re rich a secret,’ Demi said to Alec, her voice bordering on accusatory. 
‘Demi, it’s rude to say stuff like that,’ Jayden rebuked her.
‘We’re not rich,’ Alec countered. ‘The TripleAS—The Archaeological Ancient Artefacts Society—loaned us this place.’
‘Oh.’ Demi’s face fell. ‘Well, I’d still like a tour.’
‘Sure. I—’
‘I’d be happy to oblige.’ Alaric beamed, clapping his hands together.
‘Maybe we should let Alec give the tour,’ Amelie suggested.
‘Nonsense. I used to receive five-star reviews for the tours I conducted back in Rome and Greece.’
Sorry, Amelie mouthed to Alec, who sighed.
‘Let’s begin,’ Alaric said, leading them off to the left, where they entered a large room crowded with ancient bowls, jugs, pots, pitchers, and vases. A few of the artefacts were enclosed in glass cabinets—mainly the ones Hailey remembered as black-figure and red-figure pottery—but most stood on pedestals. 
‘Okay, let’s start from the beginning.’ Alaric moseyed up to a tall jug painted with circles and lines. ‘This is an amphora, which encompasses the decorative style known as proto-geometric. The reason it’s called this is because—’
‘Dad,’ Alec moaned. ‘They didn’t come here for a history lesson. We’re on holidays, remember?’
‘Oh.’ Alaric’s shoulders slumped. 
‘No, it’s okay,’ Jayden said. ‘I think this stuff is interesting.’
‘You don’t have to lie,’ Alec told him. ‘Trust me, this tour will last five hours if you show any interest.’
Five hours! ‘Maybe you could tell us about your favourite artefacts,’ Hailey suggested, not wanting to hurt Alaric’s feelings.
Alaric brightened. ‘What a great idea. But I don’t know how I’ll ever choose.’
‘Got any swords?’ Demi asked. 
Alaric’s face brightened even more and his chest puffed up. ‘Oh, yes, follow me.’ 
He led them down a hallway lined with more Greek vases and pots, and into a long room teaming with weapons. It reminded Hailey of the Ares room in her Powers classroom, with swords, axes, spears, bows, and a bunch of other weapons Hailey didn’t know the names of bordering the walls. A few of them even sat in glass cases around the room.
‘This is my favourite sword.’ Alaric strolled towards a sword lying on a satin pillow in a glass case. The sword was slightly curved, and its silver metal glittered with the faintest tinge of blue. ‘This was Perseus’s sword.’
Demi’s jaw dropped. ‘The one he slayed Medusa with?’ She pressed her fingers against the glass.
Alaric nodded. ‘Yes.’
‘Not exactly the same though, Dad,’ Alec corrected.
‘Oh, of course not,’ Alaric said. ‘It’s just a replica. Everything in our home is—but it’s an exact replica, so it’s basically like having the real thing.’
‘So it’s a fake.’ Demi leaned away from the glass, leaving her fingerprints behind on the case.
‘Let’s move on to the next exhibit,’ Alaric suggested.
The next hour consisted of him leading them into various rooms, where he showed them replicas of Achilles’s shield, Harmonia’s necklace, Heracles’s club, and the Golden Fleece. The whole time Hailey felt as though she were being guided through a museum. 
‘Here we are, last stop on the tour,’ Alaric announced, stopping outside a pair of wooden doors carved with images of monsters and creatures like gorgons, hydras, griffins, pegasi, and nymphs.
Demi’s eyes widened. ‘Ooh, what’s behind there?’
Alaric pushed the doors in. ‘The library.’
The library was an enormous room circled with shelves of books raised almost to the ceiling, and tall ladders with wheels placed at various points. In the room’s centre an oak tree grew, with egg-shaped swinging chairs hanging from its branches. 
‘Wow!’ Demi exclaimed. 
‘This is incredible,’ Hailey gasped, gawking at the tree.
‘You must have every book in the world,’ Jayden remarked, his eyes scanning the hundreds of shelves.
‘We keep the good ones buried,’ Alaric said, pulling on a candelabra beside the door. 
Hailey stumbled back a step as the wooden floorboards in the library retracted like an electric window, revealing a floor of tomes that looked about a thousand years old. ‘What are these?’ Hailey crouched down to read the titles inscribed on the books’ spines: The Odyssey, The Histories, Hecate’s Spells and Potions, Asclepius’s Book of Healing…
‘Original texts,’ Alaric said with a proud smile.
Jayden stroked a hand over the books. ‘How’d you get them?’
‘Being an archaeologist has some advantages,’ he said with a wink. 
‘Sorry I’m late.’ Aaron was striding towards them, his face a thinly veiled mask of anger.
‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Alaric pulled the candelabra again, watching the wooden floor conceal the ancient texts before wandering off.
‘Everything okay?’ Jayden asked Aaron.
‘Fine.’ Aaron’s voice was tight.
Hailey noticed his hands were clenched into fists. ‘Are you sure?’
‘I had a fight with my dad, okay.’
‘About what?’ Demi asked. ‘Doing chores? My dad is always bugging me about helping out around the house when I’m home. It’s so annoying. I’m on holidays. I shouldn’t have to work.’
‘It doesn’t matter. He’s stubborn, that’s all.’ Aaron blew out a breath, his hands uncurling. ‘So what are we doing?’
‘Checking for more secret passageways,’ Demi declared, flitting into the library and randomly tugging on books.
Hailey wandered in after her, relaxing into one of the egg chairs dangling from the oak tree. ‘I would love a library like this,’ she said, gently swinging back and forth, inhaling the tree’s rich earthy scent mingled with the musty smell of books. 
‘Is this real gold?’ Demi reached for a gold apple perched on one of the bookshelves. 
‘Demi, stop!’ Alec cried.
Demi’s fingers brushed against the apple, and a high-pitched screech exploded in the room. Hailey’s hands flew to her ears, trying to block out the ear-splitting shriek, which was as loud as a blaring fire alarm. 
‘What’s happening?’ Demi yelled over the screeching.
One of the bookcases creaked open, revealing a dark passageway. A nine-headed monster double the height of Hailey slithered from it on a serpent tail. 
‘Circe, stop,’ Alec ordered. ‘Go back to your room.’
The monster hissed and slithered back into the passageway, the bookcase slamming shut behind it and the blaring coming to an end.
Hailey couldn’t speak. She was frozen and beyond confused. A hydra just came out of a bookcase. It wasn’t a fully grown one. But still… It was a freaking hydra! How is that possible?
‘Everything okay?’ Alaric hovered in the doorway. ‘Did someone set off the alarm?’
‘Yeah, Demi touched the apple of discord,’ Alec explained.
‘Oh, sorry, I forgot to say don’t touch anything but the books on the shelves.’ Alaric shrugged and smiled, acting as if it was perfectly normal to have a hydra hiding in a secret passageway. ‘Well, now you know.’
‘What in Tartarus was that?!’ Demi exclaimed after Alaric left.
‘Circe—she’s a guard hydra. There are passageways behind the walls that she lives in. If anyone touches anything they’re not meant to, an alarm sounds and Circe comes.’
Jayden cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why do you need a guard hydra?’ 
‘My dad’s really protective of his replicas.’
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Coup
Hailey materialised before a sea glistening like aquamarines, sapphires, and turquoises. She breathed in, the sea’s crisp salty scent awakened her senses, reminding her of the salty air at Poseidon’s Academy. 
‘Welcome back, Hailey.’ Madam Grayson was standing beside her, and ticked Hailey’s name off a list.
Hailey scooted out of the way before the next student scheduled to materialise squished her. She glanced around the island, which was a tropical beach formed of sand so white it looked like powdered sugar. Most of the students were lounging under coconut trees, but a few—including Demi, Jayden, and Alec—were wandering around the beach. Hailey figured the teachers would open the portal soon, so decided to wheel her suitcase over to the second years instead of chasing after her friends.
She dropped down on the sand, leaning her back against a coconut tree. The other second years were a yard away, sitting on their suitcases or reclining in the sand while they chatted to their friends. Aaron plunked down beside her a minute later with a huff. 
‘Everything okay?’ she asked, sensing the fury radiating from him. 
Aaron stared at the ground. ‘Not really.’ 
‘What’s wrong? Is it about your dad?’
‘Yeah.’ 
‘You still fighting?’
‘Yep.’ Aaron chucked a fistful of sand towards the glistening sea, the wind catching it and spraying it into the air like dust.
‘Do you want to tell me why?’ 
Aaron’s eyes remained on the ground. ‘I can’t. Not yet.’
‘Okay... Well, whenever you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here for you.’
‘We’ll see about that.’
Hailey frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean some things are unforgivable.’ His gaze shifted to hers. ‘Whatever happens next, I want you to know I’ll always think of you and the others as friends, even if you don’t feel the same way about me.’
‘Aaron, I don’t understand,’ Hailey said, beginning to really worry about him. He sounded as if he was losing his mind. Maybe the trauma from the Underworld was doing more damage than she’d originally thought. ‘Does this have something to do with the Underworld?’ Her voice was barely a whisper, not wanting anyone to overhear. 
Aaron sighed. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’ He climbed to his feet and stalked off. 
‘What’s that about?’ Demi asked, strolling over to Hailey with Jayden and Alec.
‘I don’t know.’ Hailey watched Aaron kick sand into the sea. ‘For some reason he thinks we’re planning to cut him out of our group.’
‘Unfortunately for him, that’s never going to happen,’ Demi said. ‘I’ll go tell him that.’
Jayden grabbed her arm. ‘Maybe give him some space.’ 
‘Has he said anything to you about his dad?’ Hailey asked Alec, standing up and wiping sand from her skirt and the back of her legs. 
Alec shook his head. ‘He never talks about him. I’ve only met him once, and he was kind of scary—he’s in the military.’ 
‘Ooh, look, Master Anderson is about to open the portal to the Academy,’ Demi interrupted. 
Master Anderson marched to the shore’s edge. A blue orb the size of a coconut shone in his hand, and Hailey caught the briefest glimpse of a tornado raging inside the glass before Master Anderson pitched it into the sea. The orb sank with a tiny plop. ‘Vatnaa kiat unam,’ Master Anderson called out the Goldarin words to open the portal.
Hailey pressed her hands to her ears and winced at the CRACK that followed. The intensity of it shook the ground like an earthquake, and the sea whipped into a frenzy, spinning into a whirlpool. 
The fifth, fourth, and third years jumped into the swirling sea before Madam Grayson announced it was the second years’ turn. Hailey scooted towards the whirlpool with Demi, Jayden, and Alec, where she stared at the churning water, remembering how terrified she’d been last year. She felt only excitement now, eager to get back to the Academy.
She quickly glanced around for Aaron, spotting him at the back of the line that had formed behind her and her friends. She almost called out to him, but decided to give him his space for now. She’d find him once they were at the palace and see if she could figure out why he thought she was suddenly going to hate him. Unless he’d teamed up with the nereids to bring back the gods, there wasn’t anything she could think of that was unforgivable. 
‘Everyone ready?’ Demi’s excited voice drew Hailey’s attention back to the whirlpool. ‘Jump.’
Hailey tightened her grip on her suitcase and leapt into the sea with her friends, the water spinning around them like a tornado. 
‘I love this!’ Demi squealed. 
‘Me too.’ Sea-spray misted against Hailey’s face, making her tongue taste like salt. The water vanished and she slipped through the air, landing on the grounds’ diamond floor. 
Hailey’s jaw dropped. 
About thirty men and women garbed in black circled the grounds. They held what looked like submachine guns—blue, red, purple, white, and yellow buttons glowed on each gun, right near the trigger. The intruders had various other weapons, like knives and throwing stars, strapped around their waists. What is this? A takeover? Hailey gulped as the possibility of this being a terrorist attack hit her. 
‘Join the others.’ Master Anderson was beside them, holding the orb he’d thrown into the sea. He said it calmly, but Hailey could see a slight shake to his hands.
Hailey broke out of her surprise and shuffled over to the other students, who stood about ten yards from the palace’s entrance. A mixture of terror, anger, and excitement covered the students’ faces. Hailey wasn’t sure which one she felt. But she was pretty sure that whatever was about to happen was bad.
‘Are we under attack?’ Demi whispered. 
‘I hope not.’ Hailey gulped again when she spotted a man with two gigantic swords strapped to his back. Please let this be a simple robbery or something. Do pirates still exist?
‘How did they get here?’ Alec asked quietly, his eyes darting to the tornado of water swirling two feet above Master Anderson’s head, acting as though he wanted to jump straight back through and escape to the beach. 
‘No idea,’ Jayden said. ‘But stay calm. I’m sure everything will be all right. Amathia will take care of it.’
Amathia was standing in front of the palace’s entrance, a man in black beside her. ‘I hope you’re right.’ Hailey prayed to the Tyches that Amathia had asked the intruders here for something—maybe to arrest her sisters—and that they’d be gone soon. 
Gradually, the other second years dropped through the portal, soon followed by the first years, and finally the teachers. Everyone’s jaw dropped the moment they touched into the grounds and saw the people in black. Madam Norwood actually grabbed a potion bottle from her Grecian dress, but Master Anderson gave a tiny head shake and waved his hand for her to put it away before any of the intruders saw. Reluctantly, she did. 
‘Welcome back,’ Amathia said, her calm voice sweeping over the grounds.
The black-clad man stepped in front of her, hitting a button on his wrist watch before lifting it towards his mouth. ‘Things have changed since you left,’ he said, the watch amplifying his voice like a speaker. ‘I’m Colonel Jake Wynton, the commanding officer of the Procurement and Exploration Team. PET for short. We’re here to explore the palace and procure anything of value that can contribute to the advancement of our race. We’d hoped to have completed our mission by your return, but we encountered a roadblock of sorts.’ He shot Amathia a pointed look. ‘Until we can complete our mission, we will remain here. When this is over, the palace’s location will be handed to the government, who will take possession of the school. That is all.’
Jake marched into the palace, and the rest of his team dissembled. A few of them followed after him, but most remained in the grounds, their fingers hovering near the triggers of their guns as they waited to see how everyone would react.
Hailey was in shock; the military had taken over the school. So many questions were racing through her head, she couldn’t decide which ones to ask. How did they find the palace? What are they looking for? Will they use their guns on us? What will happen to the school now? Will it remain a school, or will the government turn it into a museum?
‘I can’t believe it,’ Alec hissed, looking as if he’d been punched in the stomach. 
‘I know. A SWAT team or whatever has taken over the Academy. It’s just like a movie,’ Demi said, a flicker of excitement passing over her features.
Alec shook his head, a mixture of confusion and betrayal on his face. ‘Not that. That colonel was Aaron’s dad.’ 
‘What?!’ Hailey, Demi, and Jayden exclaimed in unison. 
Demi’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why would Aaron’s dad be taking over the school?’ 
‘I don’t know, but that was definitely him. And his surname is Wynton—the same as Aaron’s.’
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘Aaron’s surname is Wynton? How did I not know that?’
‘Everyone, that was Aaron’s dad,’ someone shouted.
Hailey whirled around and glared at Venus. Her accusation spread like wildfire, and Hailey heard Aaron’s name being whispered and hissed all around her, until every student’s gaze landed on Aaron, who lurked behind the second years, his face crestfallen. His eyes settled on Hailey, desperate, as though he wanted her to save him from this somehow. But she remained rooted to the spot as her mind tried to comprehend what was happening. 
Did Aaron really betray us? No, he would never do that... But it explained his weird behaviour. He wasn’t freaked out about the Underworld. His dad was planning a takeover the whole time—that’s why Aaron’s been acting weird. 
The realisation seared Hailey’s chest like fire. Aaron had lied to her about the Underworld. She felt completely betrayed, especially since she’d opened up to him about her fears. Her chest tightened even more when she realised he must’ve been lying to her and everyone else since they’d first met. Was he ever really her friend? Or had he pretended the whole time?
Hailey didn’t notice she was shaking her head until Aaron’s shoulders slumped. He fought his way through the glaring crowd, escaping into the palace. 
‘There’s more of us than them,’ someone shouted. ‘ATTACK!’
‘DON’T!’ Madam Grayson yelled. 
Time moved quickly after that—so quickly Hailey didn’t comprehend what was happening until it was over.
Waves roared through the force field. Fireballs soared across the grounds. Tree branches stretched out like claws. Icicles sailed through the air like daggers. All of it heading directly for the intruders. 
PET fired their guns. 
A blast of yellow light shot towards the students like a force field, ploughing into them. Students dropped the second the light touched them, twitching on the ground as if in a deep sleep.
The charging waves folded to the ground, the fireballs puffed into smoke, the tree branches froze, and the icicles melted mid-air before anything could so much as touch PET. 
Hailey was lucky enough to be standing far enough back that the yellow light didn’t touch her. She blinked, gazing at the two-hundred-and-something students lying on the ground. How did PET take them down so fast? 
‘What did you do?!’ Master Anderson demanded, storming towards a PET member who had three scars that looked like claw marks carved into his right cheek.
Scar fired his gun. 
Master Anderson crumpled to the ground. 
‘I—’ Madam Norwood began.
‘Would you like to join your friend?’ Scar cut her off, aiming his gun directly at the Powers teacher, a mere two yards away from him. Her hand reached for the potion hidden in her dress, but Madam Grayson stepped in front of her. 
‘I think you have proven you are in control here,’ Madam Grayson told the intruders. ‘No one else make a move,’ she ordered, staring around at the remaining two hundred students, who looked too shocked by the unconscious bodies to even breathe, before gazing over her shoulder to Madam Norwood and the five other teachers. ‘That goes for teachers too.’ 
‘We’ve only stunned-gunned everyone,’ Scar said, raising his voice so all could hear, ‘but the next person or people who attack us are getting blasted full of electricity.’ He hit the glowing blue button on his gun, his eyes combing over the students and teachers, waiting, almost begging, for someone to make a move.
No one was that stupid. 
About five minutes had passed before the stunned students regained consciousness. Everyone had scattered after that. Hailey and her friends hadn’t known what to do, so they’d just sat down, beside a coral garden, their suitcases strewn about them. 
‘Maybe it’s not what it looks like,’ Jayden said, breaking the silence.
‘How is it not what it looks like?’ Demi snapped, shooting a glare towards a soldier walking the grounds’ perimeter. ‘Aaron’s dad just took over the school. Do you really think that’s a coincidence, especially considering how weird he’s been acting lately?’
‘As the saying goes, there are always two sides to a story,’ Jayden countered. 
‘Let’s find out the second side.’ Hailey sprang up. She wanted to know the truth. But more than anything, she was holding on to a small sliver of hope that maybe she was wrong. Maybe Aaron wasn’t a part of this at all. Maybe his dad had tricked him somehow. 
‘Okay,’ Alec agreed, looking as though he’d just found out he’d lost his powers. ‘I need to understand too.’ 
The four of them marched into the palace and up to the fourth floor, where they found students whispering in corners, while two of the intruders stood by the staircase, watching. 
Hailey stormed towards the boys’ dormitories, not caring about getting into trouble for breaking the rules. She needed answers. And she needed them now. She grabbed the door handle.
‘Hailey, wait.’ 
The voice belonged to Madam Grayson. Hailey spun around to face her. ‘I have to see Aaron. I need to know what’s happening.’
‘I know,’ Madam Grayson said to Hailey’s surprise—she’d expected her to say that wasn’t an excuse to break into the boys’ dorms. ‘But he’s not in there. No one knows where he is. If you find him, tell him Amathia wants to see him.’
‘Where would he be?’ Demi said after Madam Grayson walked off.
‘Hiding,’ Hailey replied, and suddenly had an idea of where. ‘Come on, I think I know where he is.’ She descended the stairs down to the entryway and veered through the left archway, fairly confident Aaron was borrowing her hiding spot. 
Hailey burst into the stable and marched straight to Rain’s stall, peering over the gate and finding Aaron crouched in the corner. Rain was lying next to him, enjoying being scratched behind the ears.
Aaron’s eyes widened for a split second when he saw them, and then his face morphed into a mask of indifference. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
‘Looking for you.’ Hailey unlatched the gate and held it open. ‘There’s not enough room in there for all of us.’
With a heavy sigh, Aaron came out of Rain’s stall. 
‘Well,’ Demi prompted, crossing her arms, ‘we’re waiting.’
‘What do you want me to say? I think you’ve already worked out the truth for yourselves.’ 
‘We want to hear it from you,’ Jayden said. ‘What’s really going on?’
Aaron shoved his hands into the pockets of his pants. ‘Fine. My dad is in charge of PET.’
‘We know that already. Did he trick you into giving up the palace’s location?’ Hailey asked. Although she had no idea how he could have done that since none of them actually knew where it was, as it was always moving through the sea. 
‘No,’ Aaron said, and then hesitated. ‘I suppose it won’t make things worse to tell you the truth… When Poseidon’s Academy announced they were accepting Others, my dad made sure I got in. This whole thing has been a mission. I was sent here to help him and his team. Last year was recognisance. I needed to explore as much of the palace as I could and map it out for him—the wand helped a lot with that. I also profiled teachers to learn what powers they had so my dad’s team would know what they were up against. I told him everything,’ Aaron admitted, lowering his eyes. ‘They found a really powerful Hecate to create a spell and potion that would link them to the travelling magic in a Hermes stamp, since letters are the only things able to materialise in here from the outside world.’ 
‘How could you?’ Demi stared at Aaron as if he’d just stabbed her through the heart. 
‘We’ve been friends for four years.’ Alec was giving Aaron the same hate-filled stare as Demi. ‘Were you lying the whole time?’
‘No.’ Aaron’s voice was desperate. ‘Just this past year. Our friendship wasn’t a lie, I promise. I’m sorry for what I’ve done. So, so sorry.’ 
Hailey clenched her teeth, anger bubbling in her stomach like a frothing cauldron about to boil over. Aaron had betrayed them on purpose, and all he could say was that he was sorry. ‘How’d you do it?’
‘I told you, with a Hermes stamp and letter.’ 
‘No. How’d you give your dad information about the Academy when there’s a spell that prevents us from talking or writing about the palace?’
‘I let an Athena look in my mind. I showed her the memories of everything I’d learned about the Academy.’
‘You’re a traitor!’ Demi spat. ‘This school will probably close down and become an attraction now because of you. I don’t ever want to see you again!’ She stormed from the stable.
Alec said nothing, merely shook his head and stalked off. 
‘Come on, Hailey. Let’s go.’ Jayden tugged her arm.
‘Wait,’ Aaron said. 
‘What?’ Hailey snapped.
‘My dad knows about the nereids.’
Jayden’s jaw dropped. ‘You told him about the Underworld?’ 
‘No. I kept my promise to Amathia on that one. But I told him they’re a threat and want the gods back in power. PET follows them everywhere now, and they’re not allowed in the sea. You don’t have to worry about spying on them anymore, or about them doing anything. You’re safe from them,’ he added the last bit with a pointed glance at Hailey. 
‘Good to know.’ Hailey’s voice was pure ice. Did he really think getting his dad’s people to watch the nereids so Hailey didn’t have to was enough to make up for what he’d done? ‘And speaking of nereids, Amathia wants to see you.’
‘Good thing she can’t expel me, since my dad’s in charge now.’
Hailey didn’t even smirk. She turned her back on him and left. 




10
Prison
Hailey half-opened her eyes to glance at the seashell and mother-of-pearl clock on the wall. ‘Medusa!’ she cursed, shooting out of bed when she saw it was 8am. She’d slept through the conch shell. ‘Demi,’ she shouted, rushing to her snoozing dorm mate ‘We’re going to be late for class.’
‘No classes today,’ Demi mumbled, rolling away from Hailey. ‘Military took over.’
‘Oh, right.’ Hailey’s chest squeezed as she remembered Aaron’s betrayal. She glanced back at her bed, feeling a strong urge to crawl under the covers and try to forget how messed up everything was. 
No. I can’t hide. It won’t change anything. She also wanted to see what was happening. PET took down half the school population in seconds yesterday, but that was because they’d been ready for an attack. The teachers had probably come up with a plan to ambush them during the night and take control back—or maybe Amathia had figured out a way to dump them into the sea—surely there was some type of magical failsafe for if intruders broke into the palace. 
The heaviness in Hailey’s chest lifted slightly and she smiled, realising there was no possible way the soldiers could still be in power. There’s probably a celebratory party happening right now.

She pulled on a pair of shorts and a top, shoved her feet into ballet flats, and stepped into the hallway. Her stomach dropped. A female soldier with jet black hair loomed in front of the door to the common room. I
guess the teachers didn’t take control back. 
‘No loitering in the hallway,’ the soldier barked. 
Hailey blinked. Seriously? They weren’t even allowed to stand in the hallway.
‘I said no loitering,’ the soldier barked again.
‘Sorry,’ Hailey mumbled and strode towards her. She hesitated for a second when she neared the common room door, unsure if she was allowed to leave. But the soldier didn’t say anything when Hailey turned the handle and scooted outside.
The common room was unusually quiet and empty, with only fifteen or so students hanging around, sitting in groups and not saying anything. None of them were Jayden or Alec, or Aaron—not that she was looking for him. 
A girl in one of the groups whispered to her friend, and a soldier Hailey hadn’t noticed standing by the stairs stormed towards her. ‘No whispering. If you want to talk, you do it loud enough that I can hear you.’
‘S-s-orry,’ the girl stuttered and lowered her eyes.
Why are there soldiers watching everyone? And why can’t anyone whisper? Hailey didn’t want to ask any of the second years here what was happening, in case the soldier yelled at her. The main hall will be a good place to get answers, she thought, figuring there’d be more students there.
Hailey strayed towards the gruff soldier guarding the stairs—it was the same soldier who had shot Master Anderson. She gulped when he focused his hard black eyes on her.
‘Where are you going?’ Scar demanded.
‘Um, the main hall… for breakfast.’ 
He grunted and stepped aside. Hailey hurried down the stairs to the entryway, where more soldiers stood in front of the left and right archway. What is going on? She didn’t want to be yelled at again for loitering, so she darted through the middle archway into the main hall, the mouth-watering scents of crispy bacon, hot sausages, flaky croissants, buttery waffles, and about a hundred other smells greeting her.
Big orbs of light floated beneath the ceiling, illuminating the hall, which was longer than it was wide. Over a hundred mother-of-pearl tables stretched across the vast space, each one covered in gold plates, goblets, and cutlery that glittered under the orbs’ light.
To Hailey’s relief, most of the tables were packed with students, who were actually talking. But there were soldiers too. Hailey counted four patrolling the rows of tables, no doubt eavesdropping on everyone’s conversations. 
‘Hailey.’ 
Hailey followed the direction of Jayden’s voice and spotted him sitting with Alec on the right side of the hall. She wandered over and sat down on one of the ten scallop-shell chairs bordering the table. ‘What’s happening?’ She kept her voice quiet. ‘Are we in jail now or something?’
‘Some fourth and fifth years attacked a few soldiers last night.’ Jayden pushed around the scrambled eggs on his plate. ‘Guess the show PET put on yesterday in the grounds wasn’t enough to stop them. PET apparently stun-gunned them and slapped neutralising bracelets on their wrists. And now Aaron’s dad has decided to amp up security.’ 
Hailey flinched at the mention of Aaron’s name. ‘So did he ever go back to his dorm?’
‘I wouldn’t know.’ Alec stabbed his fork into the untouched sausage on his plate. ‘I moved my stuff into Aaron’s dorm and took the spare bed.’ He shoved his plate away. 
‘I would have done the same. I’m sorry about this, Alec,’ Hailey added, imagining that he was feeling ten times more betrayed than her, since he’d been friends with Aaron the longest.
‘Don’t apologise for him, Hailey. He did this.’
‘At least he made it so that we don’t have to worry about the nereids anymore,’ Jayden pointed out, always managing to find some good in everything. 
Hailey was relieved about that part. Now she wouldn’t have to spend hours hiding in the stable or having nightmares about the gods returning, but that still didn’t make what Aaron had done okay. 
‘Thanks for ruining my sleep-in,’ Demi groused, plunking down beside Hailey.
‘Sorry, I forgot about all of this,’ Hailey said, motioning to the patrolling soldiers. 
‘It’s ridiculous. I got yelled at for standing in the hallway. And then there was this big guy with scars on his face blocking the staircase. I told him to move and he was all like “where are you going?”.’
Jayden tensed. ‘Demi, please tell me you didn’t push him down the stairs.’
‘I considered it,’ Demi muttered. ‘But I didn’t,’ she added before touching her gold plate and summoning pancakes smothered in maple syrup, Nutella, and cookie dough ice cream. She brushed her fingers against her goblet and conjured a chocolate milkshake, complete with whipped cream and big chunks of chocolate. 
Jayden clicked his tongue. ‘Ever heard of diabetes?’
‘I’m a stress eater.’ Demi cut a piece of pancake and shovelled it into her mouth, sighing in content. 
‘I think I’ll join you.’ Hailey touched her plate and closed her eyes, thinking of the unhealthiest breakfast she could. She opened her eyes a few seconds later, finding her gold plate had morphed into a bowl brimming with chocolate chip ice cream. Yum. She sank her spoon into it and mimicked Demi’s sigh of satisfaction when the ice cream’s sugary goodness hit her tongue. She supposed not having the teachers around to ensure everyone ate a healthy breakfast was one positive for PET being in charge—a tiny positive.
‘Ice cream for breakfast? I don’t think you need the extra calories.’
Hailey clenched her spoon and turned to meet Venus’s violet eyes. She was standing with the twins. ‘What do you want?’
‘To know why you did it,’ Venus said, acting as though Hailey had hurt her feelings, but she could see the hint of a smirk.
‘Did what?’ Demi tapped her fork impatiently against her plate. 
‘Gave up Poseidon’s Academy to the military.’
‘That was Aaron,’ Alec corrected, his face hardening. 
‘But you’re his best friends. You must have known what he was doing and were helping him.’ Venus shook her head. ‘It’s so disappointing.’ 
‘We didn’t know anything about it,’ Demi hissed through gritted teeth.
The students nearest them were staring, and Hailey realised exactly what Venus’s plan was: to make everyone hate them too. ‘You’re just trying to get back at us,’ Hailey snapped. ‘Go away.’ 
‘I know I’m right. You were always together, whispering about something, and then you went missing for days with some ridiculous excuse about getting locked in a room. You were scheming the whole time. Stop being cowards and admit it.’
‘We didn’t do anything wrong, Venus,’ Jayden said evenly. 
‘Fine, keep lying, but I know the truth, and I’m sure the rest of the school does too.’
With a flick of her curls, Venus spun around with the twins and was hit in the back with a scoop of ice cream.
Hailey stared down at her hand, thinking she’d unconsciously thrown her ice cream. But her spoon was clean. She glanced at Demi, who was scooping ice cream off her pancakes, reloading for a second attack.
Venus whipped around. ‘You’re dead!’ she snarled and lunged.
A soldier grabbed her arm and yanked her back before she could touch Demi. ‘Break it up.’ 
Venus tore her arm from his grip. ‘Whatever. The little traitors aren’t worth it anyway.’ She stalked off with the twins, melting ice cream dribbling from her curls. 
The soldier’s eyes shot to Demi. ‘No throwing food,’ he barked before resuming his patrol.
Alec held his stomach, looking as though he were about to throw up. ‘Do you think that’s what people think? That we were involved too?’ 
Hailey only had to glance around to know the answer. Students were pointing at them and whispering, while others glared. ‘Yep. That’s exactly what people think now.’ 
***
Hailey’s eyes fluttered open when a letter materialised on her desk. She smiled as she settled on her clamshell chair and opened the letter addressed in her mum’s handwriting. It smelled of her vanilla perfume. 
My sweet Hailey,
You’ve only been gone a week, but it feels like a month. I already miss you like crazy! I was thinking of getting a pet to keep me company. Maybe a cat? They’re self-sufficient, aren’t they? Or I heard you can buy miniature pegasi now. Wouldn’t that be cute? Although with my luck it would fly away. Maybe I shouldn’t get a pet?
Anyway, just wanted to let you know I’m bored, so write me back.
Love you, kiddo
xx Mum
Hailey picked up a pen and began scribbling a letter back.
Mum,
I miss you too! And something crazy has happened at school. The military has taken over. It sucks! They’ve cancelled classes and watch us everywhere we go. And they said they’re going to give the palace’s location to the government, so I don’t even know if Poseidon’s Academy will be a school for much longer. I wish they’d disappear! And Aaron too. Because this is all his fault. He’s been a spy this whole time, feeding his dad—the leader of the takeover—information about the palace. Can you believe that? I hate him so much for what he did!!!
Hailey sighed and scrunched up the letter, tossing it to the ground. Stupid PET had taken everyone’s stamps so that they could read the students’ letters before sending them—they didn’t want anyone outside of the Academy knowing about the takeover. Although it was probably a good thing her mum didn’t know about PET, since it’d just freak her out, and it wasn’t like her mum could do anything about it. 
Hailey grabbed a clean piece of paper and began scribbling again.
Mum,
I miss you too! If you really want a pet, get one, but make sure you feed it TWICE a day—even if it’s a cat. School is really busy at the moment, so I might not be able to write you back as often. But I’ll try. I promise.
I love you.
Hailey shoved the letter into an envelope, scrawling down her home address before throwing on some clothes and tiptoeing past Demi’s bed, where her best friend was sleeping with a pillow half covering her face. She slipped into the hallway and prayed to the Tyches that PET would be gone. Her heart sank when she saw a female soldier standing by the common room door.
‘No loitering.’
Hailey rolled her eyes, sick of being treated like a prisoner, and marched towards the soldier. She held her letter out. ‘Can you post this… please?’ She had to force the last word out. It was ridiculous that she had to get permission to send a letter.
The soldier snatched it. ‘No loitering,’ she repeated.
‘Okay, I’m going.’ 
Hailey pushed into the common room, lowering her eyes when a few students shot her glares. It wasn’t me. It was Aaron, she muttered in her head, moving towards the stairs, where yet another soldier stood. He raised his hand to stop her.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To get breakfast, obviously.’
‘You better watch your tone or you won’t be going anywhere.’
Hailey ground her teeth, biting back the urge to call the soldier a power-tripping jerk. Seriously, what right did PET have to take over her school and then treat her and the rest of the students like criminals?
‘Okay, you can go. But watch your attitude.’
Hailey stomped down the stairs, rage boiling her blood. She couldn’t make a move anymore without a soldier swooping in and demanding where she was going—she couldn’t even stand around without being yelled at for loitering. They were everywhere. The Academy was nothing more than a prison now. The students had even been given an earlier curfew—8pm instead of 10pm. Things were getting ridiculous, and it had only been a week since PET’s takeover.
Her blood bubbled more furiously when she reached the entryway and saw the two soldiers posted in front of the left and right archway. I wish a sea-serpent would slither in here and eat them all, she thought, traipsing through the middle archway into the main hall. She scanned the tables to see if Jayden and Alec were there yet.
An older student rammed Hailey’s shoulder as he strode past her, and she had to grab a chair to keep from falling. ‘Traitor,’ he hissed under his breath.
The students closest to her glanced up from their breakfasts and glared at Hailey, shaking their heads in disgust.
It wasn’t me! she wanted to scream. I didn’t have anything to do with the takeover. But she doubted they’d listen. They needed someone to blame, and since Aaron had locked himself in his dorm, those someones were Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Alec. She hated Aaron for this. For bringing PET here and then leaving her and her friends to take the blame.
‘Find a seat and sit down,’ a soldier ordered her.
‘No!’ Hailey snapped and stormed from the main hall. She’d had it. She couldn’t deal with this anymore. She needed answers. She needed to know what PET wanted, and why the teachers weren’t doing anything to get rid of them, and the only way she’d get those answers was if she spoke to Amathia.
‘This area is off limits,’ the soldier said the second Hailey advanced towards the left archway.
‘I only want to go to the stable. There’s a pegacorn in there that I have special permission to visit.’
‘Your special privileges ended when Colonel Wynton took over.’
‘I only need to see her for a minute to let her know I haven’t abandoned her.’
‘No,’ the soldier said firmly. ‘The nereids are taking care of the horses. They’re fine.’
‘They’re not riding them, are they?’ 
The soldier regarded her suspiciously, as if deciding whether she was trying to trick him into giving up some important piece of information. ‘No,’ he said after a long pause. ‘The nereids aren’t allowed to leave the palace.’ 
Hailey relaxed a little. At least she was still safe from them. 
‘Move along now.’
‘Whatever,’ Hailey muttered, declaring Plan A a failure.
She headed into the grounds to figure out what to do next. Maybe she could start a fire to draw the soldiers out so she could dart through the archway. But how would she start a fire? And how would she get back out? She doubted the soldiers would let her waltz out without grabbing her and locking her away somewhere for breaking the rules or, worse, zap her with a stun gun. But how else could she get through?
Her eyes landed on Kallie and Elora sitting under a turquoise tree a dozen yards away, and the perfect plan popped into her head. She grinned and walked towards them. 
‘Hey, Hailey,’ Elora said, her bright amber eyes glittering in the sunlight.
Kallie and Elora were one of the few second years smart enough not to believe Venus’s lies about Hailey and her friends helping Aaron with the takeover.
‘Hey. I was wondering if you’d be willing to do me a favour, Kallie.’
‘Sure,’ Kallie said with a smile, revealing a set of pink braces. ‘What do you need?’ 
‘I need to sneak down and see Amathia, but I can’t get past the soldiers. Do you think you could use your powers to help me?’
‘Okay,’ Kallie agreed. ‘If I take us into a parallel world, then I’ll be able to create a portal back here to open right outside Amathia’s classroom. But we’ll need to go into a dorm so the soldiers don’t see.’
‘Have fun,’ Elora called after them as Hailey headed back into the palace with Kallie. They climbed up the stairs and snuck down to Hailey’s dorm, finding Demi lounging on her bed, reading the latest issue of Teen Goddess.
Demi narrowed her eyes at Kallie. ‘What’s going on?’ 
‘We’re heading to a parallel world,’ Hailey said.
‘I’m coming too.’ Demi tossed her magazine aside and jumped up.
‘Demi, it’s too—’
‘I’m coming! You left me behind last time, and I forgave you for it, but I’m not letting you get away with it a second time.’ 
‘Fine,’ Hailey said, figuring Demi coming along wouldn’t matter since they no longer needed to sneak past the soldiers. 
‘Okay, everyone get ready.’ Kallie touched her palms together and blew out a long breath as she drew them apart. 
‘Wow!’ Demi exclaimed, watching a white sphere of light form between Kallie’s hands.
Kallie threw the sphere forward and it exploded into a vortex of swirling lights the colour of a rainbow. 
‘I’m first.’ Demi rushed through the portal before Hailey could say a word.
Hailey followed after her. Wisps of red, green, yellow, and blue swirled around her like smoke, and then vanished. She stood in front of a mother-of-pearl door that no longer had the words Ancient History etched into it. They were in a world where Poseidon’s Academy didn’t exist, just Poseidon’s deserted palace.
A hand latched around Hailey’s wrist and yanked her to the side. ‘That was incredible!’ Demi bounced on her toes. ‘Where should we go?’
‘Back to our world,’ Kallie said, stepping through the vortex, its light dimming back to white before it disappeared altogether. 
‘What? We just got here.’ 
‘Kallie’s only using her powers so I can sneak into Amathia’s classroom and talk to her,’ Hailey explained. ‘Once we’re in a parallel world, Kallie can use her powers to open another portal anywhere in the palace.’ 
Demi crossed her arms. ‘Fine. We’ll go back. But I want a real trip to a parallel world—soon.’
‘Okay,’ Kallie agreed, opening the portal again. 
The three of them jumped back into their own world, appearing to the right of the Ancient History door, which was wide open. Voices drifted from inside; Hailey leaned forward to listen. 
‘The students need to attend classes. They are here for an education,’ Amathia said.
‘If you tell me how to get past the barrier, I’ll let classes resume,’ Jake’s voice replied. ‘Me and my team will leave the palace then—once we get what we came for. Isn’t that what you want?’
‘Of course it is.’ 
‘Then tell me how to get past it.’
‘As you have learned from countless attempts, it is impassable. No power can deactivate it or pass through—not even a dematerialiser can materialise on the other side. Hephaestus built it to be impenetrable. Even if I wanted to let you through, I wouldn’t know how.’ 
‘You’re lying,’ Jake growled. ‘If you don’t want me going to the other side, then you can go and get me what I want.’ 
‘There is nothing there. Just a painting collection Poseidon didn’t want stolen. There is no trident. He died with it on Olympus.’
‘I want to see for myself.’
‘You can’t. Now let classes resume. It would make controlling the students easier. Stop them wandering about. Your soldiers wouldn’t have to watch them so closely then.’
‘Fine,’ Jake conceded. ‘Classes can resume—on the condition Aaron attends.’
‘The other students won’t welcome him.’
‘If anyone attacks him, they’ll deal with me.’ 
‘Very well, he can attend classes. I will inform the teachers and students.’
‘No. I will. You’re not in charge anymore, Amathia. Remember that.’
GO! Hailey mouthed to Kallie. She didn’t want Jake catching them. Kallie threw a sphere of light forward, and they leapt through the portal together, landing in a pile on the other end. Kallie sprang back up and threw another sphere of light forward, and the three of them jumped back through to Hailey and Demi’s dorm.
‘What was that all about?’ Kallie asked.
‘We get to start classes again, that’s what,’ Demi cheered. ‘I’ve enjoyed the sleep-ins, but I’m so bored. I can’t wait for Ancient History.’
‘I was talking about the barrier,’ Kallie reiterated.
‘I have no idea.’ Hailey had never come across an impenetrable barrier in the palace before. ‘It must be in one of the forbidden parts.’

She wondered if Amathia was telling the truth about it only hiding a painting collection, or if Poseidon’s trident really was on the other side. At least now Hailey actually knew what PET wanted. She shuddered to think what they’d do with the trident if they found it. Use earthquakes to control the entire world? She hoped it wasn’t here, that it was on Olympus, safe from power-tripping people like Jake. 
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Excursion
A male soldier with a scorpion tattoo on his neck was waiting by the door in the Powers classroom when Hailey and her friends walked in. 
‘How many of these PET people are there?’ Demi said quietly as they settled into the front row.
‘They seem to be multiplying,’ Hailey mumbled, unpacking her book bag. 
‘I don’t think he’ll come,’ Jayden told Alec, who kept shooting a glance towards the door every time someone shuffled in.
‘Good.’ Alec lined up the spines of the books on his desk. ‘I don’t need him ruining classes for me.’
‘I think Venus already did that,’ Demi muttered, nudging her head towards the glaring students sitting behind them.
‘Traitors,’ one of them hissed.
‘Stop talking,’ Madam Norwood snapped, striding towards her desk. ‘We have a lot to catch up on—thanks to recent intrusions.’ Her glance flicked to the soldier standing at the back of the room. ‘Now, I’m sure you’ve all been wise enough to spend the past week studying, so I think we’ll focus on power practice today.’
‘Yes,’ Demi cheered under her breath.
‘That’s not possible.’
Madam Norwood’s face hardened as she met Scorpion’s gaze. ‘Why not? I was under the impression classes were to resume as usual—with the addition of a spectator.’
‘They are, but I can’t monitor all those rooms.’
‘That’s your problem. This class is called Powers. These students are here to learn how to use their abilities, and that requires practise.’ Madam Norwood’s gaze shifted to the students. ‘What are you waiting for? Get to the other side of the room, and if you can’t use your powers in here, help someone else.’
The second years leapt up and dashed towards the archways, disappearing into various rooms. Hailey waited for Scorpion to protest and yell at everyone to come back. Instead, he began patrolling up and down the archways, glancing from room to room. 
‘Hailey, come on.’ Demi grabbed her hand and dragged her into the rainforest, the rich earthy scent of soil swarming her nostrils.
‘I want to learn how to grow a plant without a seed,’ Demi announced, fighting her way through the ferns and bushes to get to the middle of the room. 
Hailey planted herself in front of an oak tree and leaned her back against its scratchy bark. ‘Okay, go on.’
Demi pressed her hand on a patch of soil beside a raspberry bush. ‘Grow a daisy. Grow a daisy. Grow a daisy.’ She lifted her hand, revealing the bare patch of soil. ‘It didn’t work. Let me try again.’
Hailey gazed up at the green canopy, which completely concealed the ceiling, and smiled when she spotted a red king parrot hiding in the tree branches. She finally felt some freedom again. She wondered what would happen… If PET would make it through the barrier and what they would find. Or if Amathia would work out a way to get rid of Jake and his team. Surely she won’t just sit around and let them take her school from her. Maybe she’s busy rallying up her other forty-something sisters. They can’t all be evil like Nemertes and her posse—some of them have to be good like Amathia. 
‘Hailey, did you hear anything I said?’
‘Huh?’ 
Demi was perched on a giant red toadstool that was about the size of a beach umbrella. ‘I said look how big I grew this mushroom.’
‘I thought you were trying to grow a daisy.’
Demi waved a hand. ‘I got bored of that.’
‘Hailey Woods.’
Hailey leapt to her feet, her stomach twisting when she saw the disapproving look on Madam Norwood’s face. ‘Yes, Madam Norwood?’
‘I said to help another student practise, not sit around doing nothing. If you don’t want to participate, then you can clean the Hecate room.’
‘But I—’ Hailey began.
‘Would you prefer to read through your textbook for the next hour?’
‘No,’ Hailey said quickly. ‘I’ll clean the Hecate room.’ She waved goodbye to Demi and left the rainforest, dragging her feet to the last archway on the right.
Two long tables ran across the room, dotted with beakers, empty vials, small cauldrons, and a mess of flowers, various powders, coloured liquids, and a bunch of other ingredients the Hecates hadn’t bothered putting away.
A bookcase rested against the left wall, crammed with leather-bound tomes. Hailey glimpsed a few of the titles: Forgotten Spells of Hecate, Goddess of Witchcraft; Potion Brewing for Beginners; Casting Spells with the Moon…
Shelves ran across the back wall, crowded with various labelled jars: devils claw, goldenseal, phoenix ashes, ground unicorn horn, hydra venom... Hydra venom? Hailey wondered what good could come from using hydra venom in a potion and veered to the cabinet against the right wall, where potion bottles lined the shelves. She read a few of the labels: sweet dreams, courage, agility, healing, sleep spell. Sleep spell? You can cast a spell with a potion? She picked up the vial and stared at the gold-tinged liquid inside.
‘Hailey.’
Hailey gasped, almost dropping the potion. ‘Yes?’ She turned to Madam Norwood.
‘You’re meant to be cleaning the Hecate room, not snooping around. Hurry up.’
‘Sorry.’ Hailey went to put the vial back, but hesitated. If this vial really did contain a sleep spell, it could come in handy if she ever ran into trouble with the nereids. Sure they were under arrest now, but what would happen if they escaped and went on a murdering rampage? It would also come in handy to knock out PET and dump them into the sea. 
Hailey glanced at the archway to make sure Madam Norwood and Scorpion weren’t looking before slipping the vial into her skirt pocket. 
***
Hailey stood in the common room with the rest of the second years. Madam Grayson had called them together for an announcement. Hailey hoped it was that PET were leaving.
‘I asked you here to tell you some exciting news,’ Madam Grayson said, standing on a chair on the study side of the common room so everyone could see her. ‘In second year, I like to take my students on an excursion for Monsters and Creatures of the World so they can see one of the creatures they’ve been learning about. This year Amathia has organised for an excursion to meet dryads.’
Excited chatter broke out.
‘Awesome!’ Demi exclaimed.
Hailey shuddered, flashing back to her last encounter with dryads, where a knoxen had tried to eat her for dinner. 
‘Be quiet, please,’ Madam Grayson called over the chatter. ‘I know I’m telling you this very last minute, but Colonel Wynton has only just agreed to let the excursion go ahead. Now not everyone will be coming today. Some groups will go tomorrow. Today’s excursion is for class groups one to three. If you’re in one of those, please change into your PE uniform and meet me in the grounds in twenty minutes.’
‘Yes! We get to go today,’ Demi cheered. ‘Group three rocks!’
‘But Venus is in group two,’ Jayden pointed out, ‘which means we’re stuck with her.’
‘Who cares, we get to meet dryads.’ Alec beamed for the first time since they’d returned from mid-semester break.
‘Let’s get dressed, Hails.’ 
Hailey let Demi drag her into their dorm, where Hailey dropped onto her bed. She didn’t want to go back into a forest—a real forest—that came complete with hungry monsters. She’d rather stay locked up in the palace with PET.
‘Why aren’t you getting changed, Hailey?’ Demi demanded, pulling on her trainers.
‘Because the last forest we went into we barely survived.’
Demi waved a dismissive hand. ‘That was because of extreme circumstances. This time we’ll be with a teacher, and probably an army of PET. And I doubt we’ll go into the deep part of the forest, so we’ll be safe from monsters.’
Hailey glanced towards her window, the blue sky outside easing her nerves a little as she thought about how different visiting a forest this time would be. ‘You’re right,’ Hailey told Demi. Madam Grayson had organised the excursion, and Hailey trusted her to keep them safe. ‘We’ll be fine. I’m just being stupid.’ I will not let my fears control me, Hailey repeated to herself again and again while she got dressed and headed down to the grounds with Demi.

Madam Grayson was waiting by the palace doors with Master Anderson and six PET members. For once Hailey actually felt grateful for the soldiers’ presence, especially their guns, which she assumed could take down any monster that came too close.
The hippocampi stood in the grounds as well, waiting patiently beside the teachers. 
‘Everyone please listen. You’ll need to go across in separate groups,’ Madam Grayson called over the fifty gathered students. Please get into your class group numbers. Hailey, Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, come up and see me.’ 
‘She better not try and get us to befriend Aaron again,’ Alec muttered as they shuffled through the crowd towards Madam Grayson. Aaron was already standing with her; he caught their eye for a second before dropping his gaze.
‘Good, you’re all here,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘I wanted to tell you that Kendra spoke with Rain, and Rain wants to give the five of you a ride to the island.’
‘That’s awesome!’ Demi squealed. 
‘Cool,’ Hailey said, eager to see what flying felt like. 
‘I’d rather not go.’ Aaron kept his eyes on the ground, where a school of multi-coloured fish darted about beneath everyone’s feet. 
‘What do you mean?’ Madam Grayson asked. ‘Do you want to go on a hippocampus instead?’
‘No. I don’t want to go at all. I’d rather stay here.’
‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. Unless you are deathly ill, which you are not, it is compulsory to go across. In fact, your father made it very clear he wants you on this excursion.’
‘Why? No one else wants me.’
‘It’s compulsory, Aaron. I’m sorry.’
Aaron’s shoulders slumped, and guilt clenched Hailey’s stomach. She opened her mouth to say it wasn’t true, that she wanted him to come. But then bit her tongue, reminding herself of what he’d done. 
‘You can go across with me,’ Jayden offered. 
Aaron regarded him suspiciously. ‘Really?’
Jayden shrugged. ‘Sure.’
‘Well now that that’s settled, Kendra is waiting with Rain outside the stable, so go ahead and take off when ready.’
‘Aye aye, Captain.’ Demi saluted Madam Grayson.
Jayden rolled his eyes. ‘We’re flying, Demi, not sailing.’ 
‘Pilots are still called captains, Jayden,’ Demi retorted before bounding towards Rain.
Hailey followed behind with Alec and Jayden; she didn’t bother looking back to see if Aaron was coming. ‘This will be fun.’ 
‘I don’t know,’ Alec said, his cheeks losing a little colour. ‘No one ever taught Rain how to fly. What if she crashes into the sea?’
Hailey hadn’t thought about the fact that Rain’s mother had abandoned her before she’d taught Rain how to fly. She gulped, her excitement fizzling back into nerves as she imagined the pegacorn taking off into the sky and then plummeting back down with Hailey on her back. 
‘Hey, guys,’ Kendra greeted them, waiting with Rain outside the stable’s double doors.
Rain whinnied a greeting and laid down on her stomach, tucking her legs underneath her so that Hailey and Demi could climb on. 
Demi threw a leg over Rain’s back and wrapped her fingers in the pegacorn’s gold mane before shooting Hailey an impatient glance. ‘Hurry up, I wanna go.’
‘Just one question first,’ Hailey said, looking at Kendra. ‘Does Rain know how to fly?’
‘Amathia taught her. She takes her for rides every week.’ 
‘Come on, Hails,’ Demi whined.
‘Okay, okay.’ Hailey hopped on behind Demi, feeling Rain’s muscles tense and shift beneath her as the pegacorn pushed back up to her hooves. 
Demi pumped a fist into the air. ‘Giddy-up, let’s go.’ 
In Hailey’s head, she imagined Rain taking off gracefully into the air. But in reality, Rain took off at a gallop across the grounds. The surprise almost knocked Hailey off. She threw her arms around Demi’s waist and tried to hold down the scream building in her as they drew closer to the grounds’ edge.
She’s going to jump into the air, right? Hailey asked, well, she thought she did, but when Demi didn’t answer, she realised she’d said it in her head. Rain leapt at the water, and Hailey squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the icy sea to encase her.
‘Can’t. Breathe,’ Demi gasped.
‘What?’ Hailey flicked her eyes open. They weren’t in the sea. Rain was gliding above the water, her gold hooves skimming the surface.
‘Hailey – let – go.’
‘Oh, sorry.’ Hailey loosened her grip around Demi’s waist. 
Demi gulped in air. ‘Ah, that’s better. Jeez, you’d think you’d be a lot braver considering the stuff we’ve been through.’
‘I didn’t want to drown,’ Hailey said simply, swatting away Demi’s hair as it whipped against her face in the breeze. 
‘Rain flies. She doesn’t swim. Come on, Rain, let’s go higher.’
Rain whinnied and soared upwards, the feathers on her wings ruffling. Hailey swallowed down another scream when she slipped backwards slightly. She tightened her grip around Demi’s waist again, careful not to crush her lungs this time, and prayed to the Tyches she wouldn’t plummet to her death as Rain soared higher.
Hailey exhaled, her entire body relaxing once Rain levelled off. She glanced down at the blue and green sea, spotting students riding the sea-horses—they looked so small, like fish darting across the water.
‘Woo!’ Demi hollered, throwing her arms out to the sides.
‘Hold on, Demi,’ Hailey shouted in a panic. If Demi fell then she’d fall off with her.
‘This is way more fun,’ Demi said, keeping her arms out. ‘I feel like I’m the one flying now.’ 
‘Demi, if you fall I’ll kill you.’
‘Fine.’ Demi curled her fingers into Rain’s golden mane. ‘I think we’re landing.’
The island loomed before them. From up here, Hailey could see how the forest encroached on most of the island and seemed to go on forever. She shivered, thinking about what lived inside—hydras, chimeras, sphinxes… On the plus side, she couldn’t see any giants, so there was that.
Lower and lower they descended, until Rain touched down on the beach, sand puffing into the air from her galloping hooves. 
‘That was so much fun!’ Demi said as Rain slowed to a stop. ‘Thanks, Rain.’ She slid from the pegacorn’s back and scratched her behind the ears.
Hailey jumped down, her shoes sinking slightly into the soft sand, and petted Rain. ‘Yeah, thanks. You better get the others.’
Rain snorted and turned around. She galloped down the beach and soared into the air as the hippocampi trotted onto the sand, their gills vanishing and their fins and tails transforming back into legs. Kora and Tahlia were among the first group. They rushed over to Demi and Hailey.
‘That was incredible!’ Kora’s cheeks were flushed with excitement. ‘It’s so much more fun when you’re not heading on a deadly mission.’
‘Definitely,’ Tahlia agreed. 
‘You should try riding Rain, now that’s fun,’ Demi said. ‘Look, she’s about to take off from the school again.’
Hailey gazed towards the distant palace, spotting Rain rising into the sky with Jayden and Aaron on her back. Feel free to dump Aaron in the sea, she thought, wishing he’d stayed hidden in his dorm so she wouldn’t have to be constantly reminded of what he’d done. Or fear what he might reveal. She felt so stupid for telling him about the Underworld and how the potion hadn’t worked on her. What if he tells the others? She didn’t want them to look at her with pitying eyes.
The second Rain touched down on the beach, Aaron stalked away to stand alone, not daring to make eye contact with any of the students arriving on the hippocampi. 
‘So what’s the deal with you and Aaron?’ Demi demanded when Jayden came over to her and Hailey. ‘Because I’m so not ready to forgive him. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to forgive him if he gets Poseidon’s Academy shut down.’
‘He doesn’t deserve to be treated like a leper. I know what he did was wrong, but I think there might be more to it.’ 
Demi crossed her arms. ‘I doubt it.’ 
Hailey wanted to believe there was some logical explanation for why Aaron had done what he’d done. But in the stable he’d had his chance to explain, and he hadn’t offered up anything in his defence. He was a traitor, plain and simple, and there was nothing he could say or do that would convince her to forgive him. 
About half an hour passed before everyone arrived on the beach.
‘All right, now that we’re all here, I want to set some rules before we head into the forest,’ Madam Grayson said, standing a few feet away from the waves lapping the shore. 
Demi sighed beside Hailey. ‘Will we ever meet the dryads?’ she mumbled under her breath.
‘Firstly, we must stay together at all times—there will be no separating from the group.’ Madam Grayson’s eyes fell on Hailey and her friends; she was acting as if them getting lost in a forest last year had been by choice. ‘If we stay together then everyone will be safe. Secondly, you will not harass any creatures we come into contact with. Follow me.’ 
Hailey fidgeted with her necklace as she trailed towards the forest twenty yards up from the beach. I will not let my fears control me. I will not let my fears control me. A chill crept down her spine the second she entered the greenery, but nothing bad happened. No monsters swooped out of the trees. Nothing howled in the distance. The forest was still, and the only sound she could hear was chirping birds—and chattering students. 
Madam Grayson trekked through the forest for five minutes before stopping. ‘We’re here,’ she announced.
Hailey’s eyes searched the bushes and trees around her, but she couldn’t see any dryads. 
‘Azaria,’ Madam Grayson called out. ‘My name is Guinevere Grayson. Amathia sent me.’
The trees creaked and moaned, right before eight youthful women stepped out of their trunks.
The second years gasped, and one student even screamed, as they gazed at the dryads, with their green-tinged skin and their “hair”, which ranged from twigs to flowers. 
A dryad with hanging moss for hair stepped forward. ‘I am Azaria.’ She bowed her head to Madam Grayson before extending her arms outwards. ‘And these are my sister dryads.’
‘It’s lovely to meet you.’ Madam Grayson bowed. ‘Amathia told us you’d be happy to speak with the students.’ 
‘Yes,’ Azaria replied. ‘We are happy to share our knowledge with these children.’ 
‘I thought it would be a good idea if the students separated into groups and a dryad joined each one,’ Madam Grayson said, sounding unsure. ‘Would that be okay?’ 
Azaria bowed her head. ‘As you wish.’ 
‘Okay,’ Madam Grayson said to the second years. ‘I want everyone to break into groups of six.’ 
‘We should be a group,’ Kendra suggested. Aaron lingered beside her, staring at the ground as usual. 
‘We’re joining with Kora and Tahlia,’ Hailey said, not wanting anything to do with Aaron.
Kendra peered past her. ‘Too late, they’ve got a group.’
Hailey glanced back, finding Kora and Tahlia teaming up with Lexa, Tanzy, Brennan, and some other boy. Argh. ‘I guess we’re a group then.’
‘Yay,’ Demi said sarcastically, shuffling a few steps away from Aaron. 
The six of them stood silently for an awkward minute before a dryad wearing a flowing dress made of green and yellow leaves glided over to them. Daisies bloomed in her twig hair. ‘I am Calista. Do I have permission to join you?’
‘Uh huh.’ Demi nodded profusely. 
‘Thank you. Let us sit.’ Calista lowered herself to the ground, her leaf dress spreading out around her, blending perfectly with the forest floor. ‘What questions do you wish to ask?’ 
‘Were you alive when the gods were?’ Demi asked. 
‘No, the gods ruling was three centuries before my time.’
‘Oh.’ Demi’s face fell.
Hailey glanced at Alec, surprised he wasn’t asking a million questions. He sat with his shoulders slumped, and his eyes focused on a dead leaf. Why did Aaron have to be in their group? Why?
‘Have you always lived here?’ Kendra asked. ‘Or do you travel to different forests?’
‘I have always resided here. Some of my sisters moved here, though, many centuries ago.’ 
‘So what exactly do you do?’ Demi asked. ‘Like to pass the time? It must be pretty boring living in a forest.’
Jayden pinched her arm, and she slapped his hand away. 
‘We travel the forest, healing damaged trees and aiding saplings to grow. We commune with animals as well.’
Kendra perked up. ‘Like an Artemis?’ 
‘Yes, very similar.’
Hailey heard a twig snap somewhere, and her head snapped around; she half expected to find a knoxen sneaking up on them. She frowned when she spotted a tree with markings that resembled a face. Weird. The trees beside it had similar markings. Okay, that’s creepy. ‘Why do the trees look like they have faces?’ 
‘There is…’ Calista trailed off, her eyes shooting towards the trees with faces. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Jayden asked. 
Calista rose. ‘Danger is coming. You must leave the forest.’ She vanished into the nearest tree, along with the rest of the dryads, just as Hailey’s fingertips started tingling. 
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Stampede
The second years sprang into full-blown panic mode, vaulting to their feet and shooting anxious glances into the trees, searching for what threat had made the dryads run. A few students even ran, but they didn’t get far before Master Anderson boomed, ‘Stop!’ The fleeing students froze. ‘This is like a fire drill. We leave calmly and orderly. Now, move out.’ Master Anderson took the lead back the way they’d come.
PET fanned out around the students, five of them holding their guns at the ready, while the sixth member ignited a fireball in his hand.
Everything will be fine, Hailey reassured herself, pushing the images of a monster stampede from her mind. The teachers and PET have everything under control.
We’re getting out of this forest. 
And then she heard it. 
The whooshing of wings flapping through the air. Ordinarily, that sound wouldn’t have scared Hailey; she would have thought it was just a flock of birds. But the wing beats didn’t sound normal. They sounded screechy, like a creaky gate that needed oil.
‘What is that?’ Demi stopped walking and stared around.
‘I know that sound.’ Aaron gulped. 
‘Us too,’ Kora and Tahlia echoed, both looking as pale and terrified as Aaron. 
‘RUN!’ Madam Grayson shouted. 
Hailey bolted forward with the other students, their group turning into a fleeing stampede. She had no idea what she was running from, but whatever it was had to be pretty dangerous for Madam Grayson to shatter the calmness Master Anderson had reassured everyone with. 
The creaking wings were right above them now. Hailey spared a glance up, seeing only a canopy of green. 
And then they appeared. 
Vulture-sized birds made of metal cut through the trees. 
Stymphalian birds!
The birds hovered for a second before a shower of feather daggers shot from their wings. Hailey threw her hands over her head and waited for stabbing pain. The students running behind her rammed into her back, knocking her to the ground and landing on top of her, acting as human shields. 
Hailey grimaced against the screams that encircled the forest as daggers found their targets, and the students on top of her shrieked, rolling to the side. Hailey flipped onto her back, expecting to see more daggers raining down. What she saw was much worse.
The birds swooped, diving for the students with their glinting metal claws and beaks. Gunfire exploded from the soldiers’ guns. Ping. Ping. Ping. The bullets bounced straight off the birds’ metal skin. 
Fireball after fireball zoomed towards the creatures. Hailey watched one fireball slam straight into a bird. She expected it to melt into a lump of goo, but the flames didn’t even singe it. 
‘Try everything!’ one of the soldiers barked.
The PET members hit the glowing blue, red, purple, white, and yellow buttons on their guns, and a second later laser beams, jets of ice, and electricity streamed into the air. But the birds kept coming. 
Screams engulfed the forest again as the birds’ claws dug into the soldiers and students. A bird squawked near Hailey, and she lifted her eyes in time to see one zooming towards her, its talons extended like razors. 
She pressed her hands against her face. Pain sliced through her stomach when the bird landed on her, its talons sinking into her skin, and its weight making her feel as though someone had dropped a box of stones onto her. 
Hailey bit down against the explosion of pain in her hands as the bird began tearing away strips of her flesh. She tried rolling to the side in an attempt to knock the bird off, but its weight kept her pinned.
The pain in her hands intensified to the point she was certain there was no flesh left on them. She cried out, her screams lost among the other students’. Tears streamed from her eyes, and she balled her hands into fists, fighting the urge to tear them away from the bird and expose her eyes.
She heard a squawk followed by a thud, and the heaviness lifted from her chest. 
‘It’s okay, Hailey.’
Hailey lowered her arms and focused her teary eyes on Alec. ‘Thank you.’
Alec helped her up, being careful not to touch her hands, which looked as though she’d shoved them into a blender, with her skin all carved up. The bird lay unconscious, its metal beak smeared with her blood. 
She gazed around, nausea tightening her stomach and throat. Students moaned on the ground, covered in claw marks and feather daggers. Others screamed as birds tore at their skin. 
‘I have to help the others,’ Alec said. ‘I’ll come back.’
Hailey watched him run to the nearest bird, drawing his fist back and punching it in the head with a clank.

Other students were using their powers against the birds too. A bird dropped through the air towards Tanzy, its talons stretching out to claw her face. Click. The bird’s head vanished, leaving its lifeless body to thud to the ground. Gold dust sprayed from Tahlia’s mouth, engulfing a bird biting a boy’s leg, sending the creature into a deep slumber. Not far from her, a bird squawked as a tree snatched it up mid-flight, Demi coercing the trees’ branches to wrap around it like claws. 
‘It’s okay. They can’t get through.’ 
Hailey’s head snapped towards Aaron’s voice. His hands were raised above his head, his force field stretching over at least two dozen students like a shield as birds clawed and bit at his force field, which daggers littered. He must have used his powers to protect as many students as he could from the shower of knives, Hailey realised. 
About two yards from him, she spotted Venus and the twins hiding behind a group of boys who had empty eyes. Claw marks oozing blood covered the boys, but Venus and the twins didn’t seem the least bit fazed by their screaming. Cowards, Hailey thought with disgust, horrified the evil trio would use their powers to create a human shield. 
‘Get away from them!’ Master Anderson roared, blowing a gust of wind at the birds attacking the boys, the wind so strong it smacked the birds into a tree, shattering them into pieces of metal. 
Clank. Clank. Clank. A soldier beat the butt of her gun into a bird’s head again and again, until the creature dropped. A soldier next to her did the same, with PET finally realising that their weapons didn’t work against the metal birds.
Hailey redirected her gaze to the sky. She needed to get rid of these damn creatures. If she created a tornado, she could blow them away, but the tornado would also take some of the students with it. And her hands were ruined; she wasn’t sure she could fight past the aching pain in them to use her powers.
‘I can heal those for you.’
Hailey gasped, eyes growing wide when she saw Kora; half-healed gashes covered her face and arms, and her clothes dripped blood. She looked like a zombie. ‘Medusa, Kora, you look like you’ve been trampled by a centaur.’
‘My body is healing all the injuries.’ Hailey noticed how the long cut down Kora’s neck was gradually vanishing, with the skin knitting itself back together. ‘Give me your hands.’
Hailey didn’t want to. Kora might be an Asclepius, but that didn’t mean she could keep absorbing injuries without risk. ‘No, they’re fine.’ 
‘Liar.’ She gently took Hailey’s bleeding hands. 
Hailey would have risked excruciating pain and torn them back from Kora’s grasp, but the moment Kora touched her, the pain ebbed and the throbbing diminished. It was ecstasy. New skin grew back over her hands, knitting her flesh together and not leaving so much as a scar. 
‘Thank you so much.’ Hailey grimaced when she saw Kora’s bleeding hands, feeling horrible that she now had to suffer through Hailey’s injury. ‘Will you be okay?’
Kora looked pale and on the verges of passing out, but she nodded, her eyes drooping a little. ‘I’ll take a quick break. Go and help. I’ll be fine.’
Hailey hesitated, watching Kora half-sit, half-collapse against a tree. ‘Go. You can’t do anything for me.’
‘Okay, but make sure you take a decent break.’ Hailey turned back to the gruesome scene. Using her powers was out, since there was no way to attack the birds without hurting the students too. But she didn’t need her powers to help.
She sprinted towards a bird attacking a girl a few feet away, and kicked her leg forward.
The bird took flight before her foot connected, and Hailey lost her balance, thumping to the ground. What the…? The birds had all taken flight, the creaking sound of their metal wings engulfing the forest. Why are they leaving? 
The tingling in Hailey’s fingertips intensified.
A tremor shot through the ground. And then another. And another. Each one growing stronger. 
‘What in Tartarus is that?’ Demi appeared beside Hailey. 
Hailey stood back up. ‘I don’t know.’ 
A tree creaked in the distance and snapped. Another soon followed. Hailey’s blood froze. A voice in her head yelled at her to run, but she couldn’t. Her legs were rooted to the ground, and she was pretty sure that’s how everyone else felt because no one else moved. 
The moment of paralysis passed in two heartbeats and the stampede of fleeing students began again, everyone bolting in the opposite direction of the falling trees. Hailey figured that was a pretty good idea. ‘Run!’ she yelled at Demi, sprinting with the other students. 
A tree snapped right behind them, but Hailey didn’t look back. Something whistled overhead, and then the ground shook with the strength of an earthquake. Students screamed as the stampede halted, their path barred by a fallen tree. It reminded Hailey of the falling trees in the obstacle course. But here there were no safety measures. Nothing to prevent her and the other students from dying.
Another two trees crashed down on either side, trapping everyone. Hailey whipped around to face their attacker. Students near her did the same, most screaming and some even fainting. Pure icy terror pumped through Hailey’s body, sending her heart racing. 
‘Is t-that what I think i-it is?’ Hailey had never heard Demi’s voice tremble. Ever. Not even when they’d faced Hades and the Erinyes. 
A burly woman the height of the trees towered before them. One big black eye peered from the centre of her forehead. ‘It’s a cyclops.’ The words slipped from Hailey’s lips without her even realising. A cyclops, she thought with disbelief; they were one of the most feared monsters in the world, because of their enormous height and strength—not to mention their irascible temper. Very few people had ever come across a cyclops and survived to tell their friends. 
‘Climb the trees!’ Madam Grayson yelled at the students, while she launched towards the monster with Master Anderson and PET. The soldiers opened fire. Bbbbbrrrrrttttt. Streams of bullets zoomed towards the cyclops. 
Hailey knew she should be running, but she couldn’t look away. Besides, students were practically fighting each other trying to reach the trees. And she figured the soldiers would kill the monster. 
The bullets pummelled into the cyclops… and bounced straight off its skin. The monster roared and lunged forward, reaching for PET.
Master Anderson exhaled a gust of wind before it could lay a single finger on them. The trees caught in the wind creaked and bent backwards so far that Hailey was sure they’d snap. The cyclops stumbled back a few steps and then lurched forward, flinging a hand out.
This time it connected.
Madam Grayson, Master Anderson, and the soldiers cried out, flying up towards the canopy of green and vanishing. 
Hailey’s breath caught, and she waited for her teachers and PET to come plummeting back to the ground. But they were gone. 
‘Medusa!’ Demi exclaimed. 
Oh crap, we’re going to die! would probably have been more accurate in Hailey’s opinion. The other students were too busy clawing their way up the trees to notice no one was protecting them anymore. 
A slow wicked smile stretched across the cyclops’s face, revealing yellow rotted teeth. It lunged. Time slowed down. Hailey saw the monster coming for her, but couldn’t do anything to stop it. There wasn’t enough time to create a tornado, and Master Anderson had proven wind was no match for it. 
‘EVERYONE RUN!’ Hailey shouted.
The screaming started again, and the students bolted in different directions, hiding behind trees and bushes as they watched to see what would happen next. A group of students stood frozen in front of the monster, their terror gluing their legs in place. The cyclops’s hand snaked out to grab them, but hit something. It dragged its empty hand back, staring at it, dumbfounded. It reached out again, but still couldn’t grab the students. Hailey spotted Aaron at the front of the group, his palms outstretched. The cyclops rammed a fist against his force field; it rippled but stayed strong. 
‘I can’t hold it back for long,’ Aaron said, his face red.
‘I have an idea,’ Hailey heard Lexa say from somewhere, but her attention was drawn towards the cyclops, who flicked its hand at Aaron’s force field. Aaron grunted. The monster flicked the force field again, and it shattered like glass. 
Aaron slumped forward, exhausted. 
‘Aaron, watch out!’ Hailey cried as the cyclops lunged towards him.
Lexa levitated up in front of the monster, making it jolt to a stop as she hovered in front of its face like a fly. Tahlia dangled from her legs and blew a mouthful of sleep dust into the cyclops’s face before the monster could swat her and Lexa away. It inhaled a deep breath, as if it were about to yawn, and Hailey waited for it to slam on the ground. 
Instead it sneezed. 
A shower of thick green snot rained down on the students and sent Lexa soaring backwards with Tahlia. The pair crashed into a tree before dropping to the ground, unconscious. Kora rushed over to help them, while Aaron lurched back to his feet and raised his palms, summoning his force field again.
‘Come with me.’ Hailey wiped away the glob of slimy snot that had landed on her cheek and whirled around. Brennan was holding a hand towards her, and his other towards Demi. ‘I’ve been taking people to the beach. Come on, hurry.’
‘No.’ Hailey shook her head. ‘I need to help my friend.’
‘Yeah, we can’t let the cyclops squash Aaron,’ Demi agreed.
‘Help the others,’ Hailey instructed Brennan and sprinted to Aaron’s side with Demi. Jayden and Alec joined them a second later.
Hailey had no idea what the five of them could possibly do to stop the cyclops, but if it meant Brennan could rescue a few more students, then she’d do whatever it took to keep the monster distracted.
The cyclops rammed a fist into Aaron’s force field, and he grunted, sweat pouring from his brow. ‘Get out of here,’ he said through clenched teeth.
‘We’re not leaving you,’ Demi told him.
‘What’s the plan?’ Jayden asked when the cyclops rammed the force field again.
‘Hailey,’ Alec said. 
‘Me?’
‘You can hit it with a lightning strike—like the griffin.’
Hailey remembered how much strength and power that had taken. She wasn’t sure she could do it again. But she had to try. ‘Okay. But I need a few seconds to create the storm.’ She lifted her arms to the canopy of green, focusing on the patches of sky she could see peeking through the trees’ branches. Storm clouds flooded in, and lightning sparked across the black sky.
The cyclops rammed its fist against the force field again. Aaron cried out and dropped to his knees. Things happened quickly from there. Alec rushed forward, kicking his leg out. Crack. His foot collided with the cyclops’s shin before he darted between the monster’s legs.
The cyclops howled and whipped around to face Alec, who turned deathly white. Its hand lunged towards him, just as the trees released a creaking moan and leaned over, blocking Alec from the monster’s reach.
‘Hurry, Hailey,’ Demi cried, her hands extended towards the trees concealing Alec.
The cyclops roared in frustration and whirled back to the four of them.
Hailey focused on forming her powers into a ball of electricity. Thunder rumbled around her, and a gale of wind swept through the forest, swaying the trees and sending loose leaves scattering down. Hailey’s hands shot forward at the cyclops, and she imagined the ball of energy she’d formed shooting towards it.
A blinding streak of lightning blasted through the trees and struck the monster’s shoulder, burning a hole through its flesh. A CRACK tore through the forest, and the cyclops hit the ground, which shook so violently Hailey lost her balance and stumbled to the dirt.
Hailey lurched up, her head woozy. ‘We did it. We actually did it.’
Cheers erupted from behind her, which quickly turned to gasps.
The cyclops was moving.
‘Are you kidding me?!’ Demi exclaimed.
‘RUN!’ Jayden yelled.
They hurtled past the cyclops towards Alec, who was already running for his life. Hailey didn’t dare turn around. But judging by the trembling ground and thundering steps, the cyclops was chasing them. 
Trees snapped behind them as the monster barged its way through the forest. Hailey ploughed through a thicket of trees and almost came to a stop as dread curdled her blood. Her and her friends had burst into an open clearing. Another thicket of trees loomed twenty yards in front of them. Their only chance for survival was to make it there, to conceal themselves again in the greenery. 
The footsteps kept thundering. Keep running, Hailey told herself. We can make it to the trees. The footsteps were closer now, and Hailey fought the urge to turn and see how close the monster was. Keep going, she told her legs, which were ready to buckle with fear.
A cackle broke out behind Hailey, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. She imagined the cyclops breaking through the trees into the clearing. It’d probably take the monster two leaps to reach them. Come on! Hailey willed her legs to run faster. The trees were ten yards away now. She and her friends could make this. They had to make this. Nine yards… Eight yards.
The cyclops’s bounding footsteps were drawing closer and closer. Even if we make it to the trees, how will we get rid of this thing?

Brennan materialised a few yards in front of Hailey, extending his arm out.
Thank the Tyches. ‘Everyone – join up,’ Hailey puffed out, grabbing Demi’s hand. She reached her free hand to Brennan, only a yard away now.
Brennan’s eyes widened. 
A gigantic hand scooped up Hailey and her friends, fingers the length of Hailey’s arm wrapping around them and lifting them into the air. Hailey squirmed, trying to free herself, but the cyclops’s grasp tightened, making her feel as though a boa constrictor were strangling her. 
It brought them to its face, its hot rancid breath washing over them and reminding Hailey of rotting meat. Pieces of flesh were wedged between the monster’s yellow teeth. Hailey’s stomach clenched, ready to vomit. 
A smile of pure malice curved the cyclops’s greasy lips. Hailey tensed, waiting for it to toss them into its mouth. Instead, the monster drew its hand back and flung them forward, letting Hailey and her friends fly free.
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Hailey would have screamed, but terror snatched the air from her lungs. She soared over the trees, which rose up at her and her friends as they plummeted through the air. Hailey thought about how in the movies falling through trees usually slowed a person’s descent enough that they survived. But in reality, she was pretty sure the trees would turn her into a shish kebab—or her bones would shatter when she hit the ground. 
The tingling in her fingertips refocused her mind. I have powers! She aimed her hands at the rising trees, and a gust of wind rushed up to catch her and her friends, holding them above the forest. 
‘Nice one, Hails!’ Demi said, her hair whipping about as her polo shirt billowed in the breeze. 
Hailey held her hands towards the trees, a mere few feet below her, the wind blasting up at her, making her feel like she was indoor skydiving. Her hands trembled as she maintained the breeze, slowly coercing it to lower them. The trees around them swayed and creaked as leaves rustled and drifted to the ground two-hundred feet below. 
Pain bloomed in her head as her arms shook. Just a little more, she told herself, praying to the Tyches she could maintain control of the wind long enough for them to land safely. 
But the Tyches weren’t listening. 
The warmth flowing from Hailey’s fingertips cut off like a switch being flicked, and the wind vanished.
Everyone screamed, dropping through the air.
Hailey gasped, hitting something solid. But it wasn’t the ground. 
‘That was close.’ Jayden’s voice shook. ‘Thanks, Aaron.’
Aaron was on his feet, holding his hands down. He lowered his force field to the forest floor, which Demi actually kissed. ‘Sweet ground, I’ll never leave you again.’ 
Jayden touched Hailey’s shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’
She nodded and staggered to her feet, fighting against the fatigue settling over her. ‘Yep, just tired. Sorry I dropped us—good thing you were here, Aaron.’
‘You fought a cyclops and then stopped the tress from skewering us—I can forgive you for dropping us,’ Demi said, somehow still keeping her sense of humour despite almost dying. ‘So what now?’ she asked. ‘Do we head back?’ 
‘And where exactly is back?’ Jayden replied.
Demi shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Alec’s the navigator.’
A little of the colour had returned to Alec’s cheeks. He stared around, his eyes combing through the trees surrounding them, which seemed to go on and on in every direction, and kicked at the dying leaves covering the dirt. He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t track the way back. We were thrown through the air, so there’s not exactly a trail for me to follow. The book Artemis’s Guide to Surviving the Forest says if you get lost to stay put, so I think the best plan is to wait for the Academy to send a search party.’
‘Wait?’ Aaron said, reacting as if Alec had just told them they should sleep in a Nemean lion’s den. ‘We can’t wait here. We’re deep in the forest—aka Monster Central.’
A chill crept down Hailey’s spine, and she glanced around to make sure nothing peered out from the trees. 
‘Um, I think we just got thrown from Monster Central,’ Demi contradicted. ‘Metal birds and a cyclops attacked us.’ Her face fell suddenly. ‘Do you think the others are okay? Do you think they got away?’
‘I’m sure the cyclops chasing us gave Brennan enough time to get everyone else out,’ Hailey said. At least that’s what she wanted to believe. And then she remembered Madam Grayson and Master Anderson soaring above the trees. Her chest tightened, and she tried not to think about the possibility that they’d fallen to their deaths.
‘We need to worry about ourselves for now,’ Aaron said. ‘It’s not safe here.’
‘But—’
‘I know we can’t wander around aimlessly.’ Aaron cut off Alec’s protest. ‘But we can’t stand out here like bait, and we have no idea how long it’ll take the Academy to organise a search party. Then they have to find us.’
Hailey’s legs swayed beneath her at the prospect of spending another night in a forest. It was wishful thinking to believe they’d get rescued in a couple of hours. It would take time for the students to get back to the Academy, and then Amathia would need to organise the teachers. And it’s not like they had much to go on, since Hailey and her friends had been flung through the air. The teachers would probably assume the fall had killed them, so would they even rush the search along if they thought they were only coming out to find bodies? 
‘So what do you suggest?’ Jayden asked.
‘We find shelter.’ 
‘I can at least help with that.’ Alec crouched down, running a hand over the dirt. ‘There are tracks here from small animals. If we follow them, we’ll find shelter, or water.’ 
Alec took the lead, and they walked in silence for a while before Demi said, ‘Why’d you do it?’ 
‘What?’ Hailey asked.
‘She’s talking to me,’ Aaron said, ducking to avoid a low-hanging branch. ‘I know you’d prefer to have anyone else standing here than me.’
‘You saved our lives,’ Demi reminded him. ‘I can’t exactly be mad at you right now. But I want to know why—because your dad telling you to do it isn’t a good enough reason.’
Aaron swallowed, not slowing his pace as they continued through the forest. ‘I wanted to be a soldier like my dad and retrieve ancient objects. He gave me my first mission last year—infiltrating Poseidon’s Academy. I thought it would be easy to betray everyone, figuring all the students would be snobs and look down on me for being an Other. But it wasn’t like that—unless you count Venus and the twins,’ he said as they trekked around moss-covered boulders strewn between the trees. 
‘I refused to give my dad the information he needed, but he said if I didn’t, he’d take over the palace anyway and people would get hurt. I didn’t want to risk it, so I let an Athena take the knowledge from me. I wanted to tell you so badly so we could stop the takeover. But Dad threatened to expel everyone if I did. He said if I cooperated, he’d allow the students to stay. I’m so sorry. I wish I could have changed it. I wish I’d been brave enough to stand up to him.’ 
Silence settled again, the only sound the crunch of dead leaves beneath their shoes.
Hailey felt a twinge of guilt and sympathy. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to have a parent you wanted to please so badly that you’d do anything for them. She supposed she understood why Aaron had done it. If she’d been born a Unique and had nothing but scorn thrown at her from those with god powers, she probably would have jumped at the chance to betray a few of them. 
‘I forgive you,’ Demi said after a long pause. ‘We’ll find a way to clean up your mess.’
‘Yeah, we’ll work out how to fix things when we get through this,’ Jayden agreed.
‘And on the plus side, it’s meant the nereids haven’t had time to get up to anything,’ Hailey said, agreeing with Demi that they couldn’t be mad at Aaron after he’d saved their lives. 
‘Hang on. I need to check something.’ Alec bent down, examining a tiny pile of pellets beside a fallen tree trunk. ‘These are deer droppings.’ He traced his finger over a hoof print. ‘We need to keep travelling north—straight,’ he added when Demi arched an eyebrow at him.
‘Alec, is there something you want to say to Aaron?’ Jayden prompted.
Alec straightened and turned his back on them. ‘No.’ 
‘Please,’ Aaron begged, placing a hand on Alec’s shoulder as he moved to walk away. ‘I know I hurt you the worst. I’m really sorry.’
Alec shrugged off his hand. ‘Whatever.’
They wandered around for twenty minutes before they came to a small stream with bright green ferns surrounding it and overhanging trees. 
‘You did it!’ Demi cheered, rushing towards the water.
‘Demi, wait,’ Jayden warned her.
She turned back. ‘Why? I’m thirsty?’
‘We have to ask permission, remember?’
‘Oh yeah.’ She stared at her reflection in the water. ‘Um, excuse me, naiads. Can we please drink from your stream?’
Hailey waited, expecting women with blue hair to emerge, but nothing happened. 
Demi shrugged. ‘Guess there’s no one home.’ 
‘Demi, don’t,’ Jayden cried, just as Demi plunged her hands into the stream. 
Hailey tensed, thinking the naiads would appear and yell at them, but the water remained empty. ‘Maybe this stream doesn’t have naiads guarding it,’ Hailey said, cupping her hands in the icy water. She brought the liquid to her lips and swallowed, feeling some of her strength return.
‘Talk about déjà vu,’ Jayden remarked, joining them with Alec and Aaron. 
‘Pity we don’t have dryads to protect us this time though.’ Hailey glanced around again to check for lurking monsters. ‘That would make things a lot easier.’
‘We’ll be fine,’ Jayden reassured her, rubbing his neck with the water. ‘We’ll find somewhere safe to go and get through this.’
I hope so, Hailey thought before gasping and shuffling back from the stream. 
Six young women with blue hair emerged from the stream, not a single drop of water clinging to them or their lily-pad dresses, which seemed to flow over their bodies like a waterfall. 
A naiad with ice blue eyes scowled at them. ‘This is the forest’s water. What right have you to take it without permission?’
‘We’re sorry,’ Alec squeaked.
‘I did ask,’ Demi argued, crossing her arms, ‘but you didn’t answer, and we were thirsty.’
‘Patience is a quality lost on humans.’ 
‘We didn’t mean to offend you,’ Jayden said. ‘We’re really sorry.’
The naiad’s scowl softened. ‘We accept your apology. What brings you to this stream?’
‘We’re lost,’ Hailey explained, hoping the naiads would offer them protection—they’d have a much better chance of surviving the forest with nymphs watching their backs. ‘A cyclops attacked us and threw us over here. Do you know a safe place to hide until we get rescued?’ 
The naiad exchanged a look with the others before focusing back on Hailey. ‘Hmm, that is unfortunate. There is a cave not far from here that can offer you shelter through the night.’ 
‘Where?’ Aaron asked. 
‘If you follow this stream east, it will lead you there.’
‘And no monsters live inside?’ Demi pressed. ‘Because the last time we went into a cave, we found a three-headed one.’
‘I promise you will not discover a three-headed monster in this one,’ the naiad said with a hint of a smile. ‘You should set out for it before the sun retires.’ 
I guess that means they won’t be protecting us. We’re on our own.
‘Thank you.’ Jayden bowed his head. ‘Is it okay for us to drink from the stream while we’re in the forest?’
The naiad considered him for a moment, her lips pursing ever so slightly in distaste, as though the very thought of a human touching the water disgusted her. ‘I suppose so,’ she eventually said, sinking back into the stream with her sisters and vanishing. 
Hailey’s aching body sagged with relief when the five of them found the cave ten minutes later. Although her relief quickly turned to dread when she saw the mess of spider webs weaved across the entrance, which was only about six-feet wide. Please, Tyches, don’t let the cave be filled with spiders. 
‘Food!’ Demi hurtled to the cave’s entrance where bushels of berries flourished.
‘Shhh,’ Aaron hissed, his eyes darting around. ‘There could be monsters nearby.’
Demi didn’t appear to hear him, too busy picking berries. She was about to pop one into her mouth when Alec cried out, ‘Stop! They could be poisonous.’ 
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘I’m a Demeter. Plants can’t kill me—I think.’
Alec snatched the berries from her and held them to his nose, sniffing. ‘They’re just blueberries. They’re safe.’ He handed them back to Demi, and she shoved them into her mouth, blue juice dripping from the corners of her mouth. 
‘We should get inside.’ Jayden stepped towards the cave.
‘Wait.’ Aaron stopped him. ‘I’ll go in first to make sure it’s clear.’ He swatted away the spider webs, which Hailey was grateful to see didn’t have any actual spiders in them, and disappeared inside. 
Hailey rubbed her heart pendant, half expecting Aaron to shout out for help—dark scary caves made pretty good hiding spots for monsters, after all. 
‘Okay, it’s safe,’ Aaron called out a few seconds later.
Thank the Tyches, Hailey thought and shuffled into the cave, being careful not to let any of the web strands dangling from the entrance touch her—just in case a spider was hiding somewhere. The cave was cool, and had a musty smell, like no one had been in here for a while. 
Hunks of rock lay scattered around, which Hailey assumed had fallen from the ceiling, since it had a giant hole in it. She shuddered when she saw the spider webs weaved across the hole and curtained over the ceiling. There weren’t any spiders in these ones either, so Hailey hoped that meant they’d moved out. But what was more disturbing than the webs were the small bones littering the dirt. 
Crunch. 
‘Ugh, what was that?’ Demi said, leaping back and staring at the bones she’d just stepped on. ‘Please tell me this isn’t where a monster likes eating dinner.’
Alec picked up what looked like a leg bone, and squinted at it in the light coming from outside. ‘They’re small—maybe a rabbit’s. He ran a finger over it. ‘This one is old.’ He glanced at the other bones scattered throughout the cave. ‘None of them look fresh. Whatever ate these animals hasn’t been here in a while. But I’ll pile up some of these rocks to block the entrance, so at least we’ll be safe for the night.’
‘And what about the hole in the ceiling?’ Jayden pointed up. 
‘A giant or a cyclops would be the only thing tall enough to reach through it, and we’d hear them coming.’ 
By nightfall Hailey was feeling slightly less anxious about their sleepover, as Alec had completely blocked the entrance with big rocks—nothing was getting inside. She lay on her back, cushioning her head against the hard ground with her hands, gazing up at the hole in the ceiling and smiling at the twinkling night sky, feeling as though it were watching over her. 
She wondered what the school was doing. Search parties wouldn’t enter the forest at night; they’d wait until morning to come looking for them. Are there others lost in the forest too? she wondered. Maybe the cyclops threw a few more students through the air… No, Brennan would have gotten everyone out when the cyclops was chasing us. But Madam Grayson, Master Anderson, and PET weren’t so lucky—they disappeared above the trees and never came back down. Had they survived the fall? She supposed Master Anderson could have used his powers to catch them on a gale of wind like Hailey had with her friends. But then why didn’t they come back to help them? 
‘You need to sleep, Hailey.’ Jayden was leaning against the boulders blocking the entrance. Everyone else was already asleep. ‘I said I’ll keep watch, so you don’t have to worry about anything sneaking up on us.’
‘Okay,’ Hailey mumbled, the very word “sleep” reminding her body of how tired it was. Her eyes drooped, and her aching muscles felt like jelly. The cold seeped into her bones from the dirt, but her body was too tired to care about how uncomfortable the ground was. 
She dreamed about the cyclops finding them. It scooped the five of them out of the cave, but before it could crush them in its gigantic hand, it transformed into a knoxen: a beast with glowing red eyes. 
She bolted from the monster and the dream broke apart, swirling into mist and drifting away, leaving her floating between sleep and wakefulness. Half-awake, she felt her fingertips tingle. They’d been tingling non-stop since the cyclops attack, so she didn’t pay much attention to the feeling. She already knew she was in danger—she didn’t need her powers warning her. 
Hailey’s wrists started itching a heartbeat later. Great, she thought, mosquitoes. She kept her eyes closed as she tried to swat them away, but her hands weren’t moving. Must be too tired, she thought. Oh well, let them drink me dry if it means I can go back to sleep.
A scream ripped Hailey’s eyes open. The moon shone bright above her, casting the cave in a dull glow and revealing something that… that… that just couldn’t be real. She blinked, waiting for the image to vanish, thinking that the light was playing tricks on her eyes. 
Above her dangled a woman with black hair streaked with red. Spider web draped down her chest and arms like a top, and eight thick hairy black legs protruded from her lower half. The woman was a gigantic spider! And she was hanging from a strand of web attached to the hole in the ceiling. Hailey opened her mouth to scream, but something was covering her lips. She reached up to pull it away, finding her hands cocooned in web, and her ankles too.
Hailey shot into a sitting position, icy terror surging through her body. Demi lay beside her, squirming, trying to scream past the web coating her mouth.
‘Get away from her!’ Aaron sprang up from where he’d been lying a yard from Hailey and raised his hands.
At the same time, the spider extended her black clawed fingers at him, shooting out a stream of web, like silly string, that wrapped around Aaron’s wrists before he had a chance to activate his force field. Web blasted towards his legs next, cocooning them and making him stumble backwards and crash to the ground. 
‘Ooh, I do like food with a little fight,’ the spider cooed. ‘They taste so much sweeter.’
The spider didn’t bother spraying web over Aaron’s mouth; Hailey guessed there was no point since it had trapped all of them—Jayden and Alec were struggling with their bindings a few feet from Hailey, their eyes wide.
‘Let us go!’ Aaron ordered, wriggling into a sitting position.
The spider dropped to the ground, leaving a trail of glittering web dangling from the ceiling. ‘I prefer not to hunt my food.’ 
Aaron’s face showed no fear as he asked, ‘Are you an arachne—a descendant of the woman Athena transformed into a monstrous spider?’ 
‘Yes, I am. My name is Aradia.’ She eyed the five of them, a voracious smile creeping across her face. ‘When you triggered my web trap entering this cave, I expected to find a golden hind, if I were fortunate. You cannot imagine my delight at finding five humans. I have never seen a human, let alone tasted one. But I have heard you are exquisite. You will last me until the next full moon. Though, I am feeling a little gluttonous, so I think I might eat one of you now.’ 
Hailey tensed. Death by spider was definitely not how she wanted to go. 
‘Who would like me to eat them first?’ 
Hailey glanced at the night sky. It was the only thing that could save them. But she needed her hands. She struggled against the web binding her wrists, but it was as strong as diamond web. Come on! she begged, sweat trickling down her brow from the effort of trying to yank her hands apart. 
Aradia’s eyes locked on to her and she clucked her tongue. ‘Now, now, do not struggle. You will never break free.’
Hailey glared at the spider, and her entire body sagged with relief when she spotted Alec behind the monster, his hands and legs web free. Thank the Tyches for his Unique powers. The five of them would escape becoming dinner after all.
Alec wrapped his arms around Aradia’s neck, hugging her to his chest, trying to squeeze the life out of her. Her black eyes widened as she choked against his grip, and she threw her arm back towards Alec, raking her nails down his side. 
Blood splattered the dirt as Alec cried out, his scream muffled by the web covering his mouth, and he staggered backwards, reaching for his bleeding side. 
Aradia whipped around, her clawed hand snaking around his neck. ‘You just volunteered.’ 
‘No! Stop!’ Aaron shouted. ‘Take me instead.’ 
Alec shook his head, eyes bulging. 
Bones crunched beneath Aradia’s eight legs as she spun to face Aaron. ‘You wish to take your companion’s place?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I don’t want to watch my friend die.’
Aradia seemed to contemplate this for a second before saying, ‘Very well. But first I must ensure this one does not escape.’ She grabbed Alec’s wrist, and a snap that made Hailey’s stomach heave resounded around the cave. Alec cried out. ‘Do not attack me again or I will break your legs too,’ the spider warned.
Alec clutched his wrist to his chest, whimpering. 
Aradia prowled to Aaron, who wore a mask of defiance, not showing a single sliver of fear. She grabbed his shirt, dragging him to his feet.
This can’t be happening. This isn’t possible, Hailey thought, right before Aradia dug her fangs into Aaron’s neck.
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Hope
‘AARON!’ Hailey screamed through the web coating her mouth. 
His face scrunched up in pain, and he gritted his teeth, as if fighting the urge to yell out. Blood dribbled down his neck and stained his blue polo shirt, while Aradia sucked and slurped at his neck, drinking his blood like it were syrup. 
Hailey’s friend was dying, and all she could do was watch.
NO! Hailey would not let him die. Not like this. Her gaze shot to the stars, and she imagined her powers bursting through the web and into the sky like a ball of electricity. A lightning strike was all she needed. Come on! She closed her eyes, concentrating on her powers. Warmth flowed down her arms and into her hands. Yes. Come on. The warmth trickled into her fingertips. Just a little more. 
But that was where it stayed, trapped in her hands by the web. NO! Hailey’s eyes flew open, hoping to see storm clouds in the sky. What she saw instead was a teenage girl dropping through the hole with a sword in her hand.
She landed on Aradia’s back, plunging her sword up to the hilt in the spider’s flesh. Aradia screeched, dropping Aaron. Specks of green blood sprayed across Hailey’s face as the girl yanked her sword free, the blade crunching against bone, making Aradia screech even louder.
The girl darted in front of the spider, green blood dripping from her sword as she sliced it towards Aradia’s neck. 
Aradia’s arm whipped out, slamming into the girl so hard she soared across the cave. Crack! Her head smacked against a boulder, her sword slipping from her hand as her body turned limp. 
Aradia’s eyes snapped to Hailey. Blood gushed from her back, forming a pool of green liquid at the spider’s feet. ‘You’re next.’ Her breathing was shallow, and blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth. She took one step towards Hailey, and collapsed. 
Hailey thanked the Tyches when the monster didn’t get up. But then she noticed Aaron lying on his side a few feet away—he wasn’t moving. She flipped onto her stomach and used her elbows to drag herself to his side, the bones littering the ground scratching her skin as she crawled over them. Relief broke through her fear when she saw his chest rising and falling—he was alive, but his skin looked paler than a Thanatos’s victim.
She heard a grunt and glanced up. Alec had picked up the sword from the ground. He staggered towards Jayden, cradling his broken wrist against his chest, and sliced through the web binding his hands and legs before, very carefully, slitting the web on his mouth.
‘Here. I’ll free the others. You need to take it easy.’ Jayden took the sword from Alec, who cringed and clutched his bleeding side. 
‘Thank you,’ Hailey said the second Jayden cut away the web binding her. 
As Jayden moved away to free Demi, Alec pressed two fingers to Aaron’s neck and blew out a breath, his shoulders sagging. ‘It’s weak, but he’s got a pulse.’ 
‘Thank the Tyches,’ Demi said, dropping to her knees beside Hailey.
‘Is that thing dead?’ Alec nudged his head to Aradia. 
Jayden kicked one of Aradia’s furry legs. Everyone tensed, waiting for the monster to lurch up, but she stayed still. ‘I’m pretty sure.’ He approached the unconscious girl. Her head leaned against the boulder, blood trickling over the rock and dripping to the dirt. 
‘Who is she?’ Demi asked. ‘Is she from the Academy?’
‘I don’t recognise her.’ Jayden touched his fingers to her limp wrist. The sword clattered to the ground as his face fell. ‘She’s dead.’
Hailey’s heart squeezed. A stranger had given her life for theirs, and Hailey didn’t even understand why.
The wheeze of someone trying to gasp in air had Hailey looking back at Aaron. His breathing was shallow, and sweat glistened on his face. 
‘He’s getting worse,’ Demi stated the obvious. ‘Has he lost too much blood? He can have some of mine—how do we do a transfusion?’ 
‘Let me see where the spider bit him,’ Alec said, ignoring Demi’s questions. 
Hailey tilted Aaron’s head towards them. She gasped and reeled back.
Demi’s eyes bulged. ‘Medusa!’
Blood oozed from Aradia’s fang marks, and dark blue lines trailed down Aaron’s veins. ‘It’s poison,’ Hailey said, her voice thick with tears. Aaron still might die.
Alec cringed. ‘He needs an Asclepius.’ 
‘There’s no way we can get an Asclepius.’ Demi sniffed back tears. ‘At least not in time.’
‘He doesn’t need an Asclepius to save him.’
Hailey’s head whirled around, and her jaw dropped. The girl Jayden had proclaimed dead was standing up, her strawberry blonde hair matted with blood. 
‘I thought you were dead,’ Demi said, her voice almost an accusation.
‘Lucky for you I’m not.’ She spun around to the wall of rocks blocking the cave’s entrance. ‘I need to get out of here if I’m going to save him.’
Everyone stared at Alec, who glanced down at his broken wrist, his face falling. His gaze moved back to Aaron and determination replaced his features. ‘Okay.’
‘Alec, you can’t,’ Jayden said. ‘Your wrist’s broken. Maybe the five of us can move the rocks.’
Alec shook his head. ‘No. There isn’t time.’ He marched up to the rock barricade and drew back his uninjured arm. He slammed his fist into the boulders. Dust puffed around him and chips of rock scattered to the dirt. Alec whimpered. Hailey could only imagine the pain shooting through his broken wrist at the force. But it didn’t deter him. He reached back a second time and pummelled the rocks again and again. On the fifth blow, he broke through to the outside and collapsed against the wall, sweating. 
Demi rushed to help him. ‘It’s okay. You did it.’
‘I’ll be back,’ the girl said.
‘I’m coming with you,’ Jayden said. ‘Just in case there’s monsters.’
‘Monsters don’t scare me. But fine, come anyway. No time to argue.’ She darted from the cave with Jayden. 
Alec clutched his side, where fresh blood coated his shirt from Aradia’s claw marks. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do if he dies.’ He staggered to Aaron’s side. ‘He thinks I hate him. I couldn’t handle him dying and thinking that.’
‘He’s not going to die,’ Demi said indubitably, swiping at a tear. ‘That random girl will bring back some cure, or some person, to heal him.’
Hailey prayed to the Tyches Demi was right and that the girl had run off to get her Asclepius friend. For the hundredth time in her life, she wished she had the power to dematerialise. If she did, then she could easily take Aaron back to the Academy and get Madam Mendem to heal him. Actually, if she had the power to dematerialise none of them would be in this mess. She would have saved all her friends before the cyclops had tossed them. 
Does Brennan realise how lucky he is? She wondered where he was now. Is he part of the search party? Did he dematerialise before the cyclops grabbed him too?

‘Step aside.’ 
Hailey, Demi, and Alec scooted out of the way so that the mysterious girl who’d fallen from the sky could get to Aaron. She slathered green mush that smelled of unripe bananas all over his neck. 
‘What’s that?’ Alec’s eyes glistened with curiosity.
‘Plantain. I used some rocks to smash it into a poultice. It’ll drew out the poison.’ A fistful of spider web glistened in her other hand. ‘And this web will stop the bleeding.’ 
‘We really appreciate everything you’re doing,’ Jayden said to her slowly as she pressed the spider web over Aaron’s neck, ‘but I have to ask, how are you alive?’ 
‘I’m immortal.’ She wiped the remnants of green mush onto her ripped dirty jeans. ‘I never stay dead for long.’ 
Immortality was an Inbetweener power. It was almost as rare as Hailey’s power, with only one or two immortals emerging every few decades or so. Nothing could kill them—at least not permanently. Although the power worked differently in certain people. Some grew old like a normal person and died of old age; others grew older at a much slower rate; and a very rare few eventually stopped ageing all together. 
‘That’s incredible,’ Alec said, his curiosity temporarily distracting him from the pain of his injuries. ‘I’ve heard about immortals, but to see one’s powers in action is… just wow. What kind are you? The kind that lives forever, or the—’ 
‘So who are you?’ Demi cut Alec off, regarding the girl suspiciously. ‘I mean, I’m grateful and everything for you saving our lives, but it’s kind of weird you being out in this forest.’
‘I could say the same thing about you,’ she retorted. ‘I’m Hope.’
‘So how did you get here?’ Hailey asked. ‘On the island, I mean.’
‘About two years ago my parents and I were on a cruise. One of the boat’s engines exploded or something—I don’t really know. It sank. Everyone died. When my powers brought me back to life, I’d washed up here. I’ve been living in this forest since then. I’ve probably died a dozen times out here—the monsters aren’t very friendly, as you’ve just learned.’
‘Two years?’ Hailey gawked. ‘And you’ve been all alone this whole time?’
Hope nodded. ‘Yes. But the dryads and naiads keep me company. They told me about how humans would be coming to the forest. I’d been on my way to see you, and hopefully get a trip back to civilisation, when the cyclops attacked. I watched it throw you and I started tracking you, hoping you’d survived the fall.’
‘Well, you have impeccable timing,’ Jayden said. ‘If you’d come a few minutes later, Aaron would be dead. Thank you.’
As if hearing his name, Aaron moaned. Some of his colour had returned, and the dark blue lines had receded to his shoulder. 
‘I feel like I kissed a Thanatos,’ he mumbled, his eyes struggling open. 
‘You’re alive!’ Demi exclaimed, reaching down to hug him.
‘And how exactly is that?’
‘Hope killed the spider woman,’ Demi explained. ‘Then she found some herbs to draw out the poison. She actually got shipwrecked here, and she’s an immortal. Can you believe that? An immortal!’
‘Wow.’ Aaron’s voice was croaky. ‘That’s a lot to take in.’
‘You should rest,’ Hope told him. ‘The poison isn’t out of your system yet. I’ll make a fresh poultice.’ 
‘What? Not following her this time?’ Demi said to Jayden when Hope left the cave.
Jayden shrugged. ‘She’s immortal, I don’t think she needs my help.’
Alec knelt beside Aaron and swallowed. He opened his mouth and then closed it, fighting for the courage to say something. He swallowed again. ‘Why did you do that?’
‘What?’
‘Ask her to feed on you instead of me when I’ve been horrible to you. You should hate me for the way I’ve treated you.’
‘You had every right to hate me for what I did.’ Aaron’s eyes flickered for a second before he managed to focus on Alec. ‘I betrayed you the worst. I wouldn’t be surprised if you never forgave me. But no matter what, you’re still my friend, and I wasn’t about to let you die.’
Alec squeezed Aaron’s hand. ‘I forgive you. Just don’t ever do it again, okay?’
Aaron managed a weak smile. ‘Okay.’
‘Yay! The family’s back together,’ Demi cheered.
Hailey shook her head, thinking only Demi could be smiling in the worst possible situation. Sure they’d been rescued from a giant spider, and Aaron wasn’t about to die, but they were still lost in a forest teeming with monsters. And now they didn’t have a wall of rock protecting them from said monsters. 
Hope returned carrying green mush in one hand, and an elephant-leaf brimming with green-tinged water in the other. She replaced the poultice on Aaron’s arm before lifting the elephant-leaf to his lips.
‘Uck.’ Aaron wiped his mouth. ‘What was that?’ 
‘The same thing I put on your arm, just mixed with water.’ She tossed the leaf aside. ‘Now time for sleep. All of you.’
‘We’re not sleeping with you standing around,’ Aaron protested, holding a hand to his neck and sitting up. ‘We don’t know you well enough to trust you not to murder us.’
Hope flinched. ‘Murder you? Why would I have saved your lives if I wanted to murder you?’
‘So that you won’t be robbed of the pleasure of doing it yourself,’ Aaron offered. ‘It’s a little weird you just popping up out of nowhere. For all we know, you’re working with the monsters.’
‘Um, Aaron, I think you might be delirious,’ Demi said, ‘because you’re not making any sense.’
‘I want to get off this island,’ Hope said. ‘So it’s in my best interests to keep you all alive. They’ll be people looking for you.’
‘Aaron, I think we can trust her,’ Jayden told him. 
‘What about the lack of door? Anything could come in here,’ Hailey pointed out.
‘I’ll lead away any monsters.’ Hope retrieved her sword from the ground and slipped it into the sheath on her back. ‘It’s okay. I promise you’ll be safe.’
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Safe and Sound
As soon as the forest was light enough, they left the cave. Aaron looked better, and even managed to walk on his own. But Alec looked awful. Hope had made a splint for Alec’s arm out of sticks and vines, but his wrist was an ugly shade of purple, and his face was pale and sweaty.
‘How do you know where you’re going?’ Demi aimed the question at Hope, who was leading them through the forest.
‘This has been my home for a while now. We’re about half a day’s walk from where you met the dryads.’
‘Half a day?’ Hailey’s jaw dropped. She hadn’t realised how far the cyclops had thrown them. They were definitely in the deepest part of the forest, and had a long trek through monster territory before they got back to safety. She gazed around, eyes searching the trees and bushes, just in case something was gazing back at her.
Although she supposed if they did cross paths with a monster, Hope could deal with it. After last night, Hailey figured she probably had a lot of experience fighting monsters. And it wasn’t like she could die—permanently, at least. 
‘So where’d you get the sword from?’ Demi asked as they skirted around a fallen tree. 
Hope touched the hilt of the sword strapped to her back; a few specks of dried green blood dotted the blade. ‘I found it. I explored every inch of this forest looking for somewhere safe to hide, and I came across this sword. It was the first time a monster killed me here,’ she said, her voice distant. ‘A hydra attacked me when I went to grab it. I assume it killed the owner of the sword too.’ 
‘What’s it like?’ Alec’s voice was tired. ‘Dying and then coming back?’ 
Hope shrugged. ‘It’s like falling unconscious, I guess, and then waking up.’
Jayden kicked a stone from the path. ‘Does it hurt?’
‘Yes. I wish it didn’t. Death can be very painful. But the pain is gone when I wake up. I’m all healed.’ 
Hailey shuddered. Maybe immortality wasn’t such a great power. She wasn’t sure she’d like experiencing the pain of a hundred deaths.
A snap had Hailey whirling around, and her hands shooting to the sky.
‘Relax,’ Jayden told her. ‘I just stepped on a stick.’
‘What monsters live here?’ Aaron asked, his footsteps a little staggered.
Hope hesitated. ‘How about I tell you when we’re back at your school. I don’t want to scare you when we’re walking through the forest they live in.’
Chills crept down Hailey’s spine, and her eyes darted around the forest again. She wondered where the cyclops was now. She didn’t understand why it had attacked them. They hadn’t been in the deep part of the forest. It shouldn’t have been anywhere near them. ‘Do you know why the cyclops attacked?’ Hailey thought maybe Hope could offer an explanation.
She didn’t look back. ‘I suppose it heard you, or smelled you, and felt territorial. Humans aren’t particularly liked here.’ There was a sad note to her words, and Hailey realised Hope must’ve been so lonely stuck here surrounded by vicious monsters that wanted her dead. 
‘Well, you’ll be free of this place soon,’ Jayden assured her. ‘What will you do once we’re rescued?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
Demi flicked a branch out of her face. ‘Don’t you have any other family?’ 
Hope shook her head. ‘Not anymore.’
‘You should stay at the Academy,’ Hailey suggested.
‘Yeah, you should.’ Demi nodded. ‘It’s amazing. You’ll love it.’
Hope turned around, the flecks of gold in her blue eyes sparkling in the sunlight. ‘Do you think the school would let me?’
‘Of course,’ Hailey said. She couldn’t imagine Amathia saying no to someone who had spent the past two years on an island and had no family. ‘You’re a teenager, so I don’t see why it would be a problem.’
‘How old are you anyway?’ Demi asked. 
Hope began traipsing through the forest again. ‘Fourteen.’
‘You’re our age.’ Demi beamed. ‘Maybe you could be our dorm mate. Can you imagine people’s faces when we bring back an immortal?’
They trudged through the forest for a few hours before Aaron said, ‘Stop.’
A tree branch snapped to their right, and the dense bushes rustled before someone burst from the greenery. 
‘Dad?’
Jake strode towards Hailey and her friends, with five PET members behind him. ‘Thank the Tyches you’re alive,’ Jake said, looking as though he were about to hug Aaron, but he patted him on the shoulder instead. ‘I knew you could survive this forest.’ His eyes landed on Aaron’s neck and the swollen fang marks. ‘Who did that to you?’ 
‘It’s fine.’ Aaron swatted away his dad’s hand as he reached out to touch the puncture wounds. 
‘Okay. We don’t need to go into it now.’ He noticed Alec cradling his wrist, and the blood smearing his torn shirt. ‘You’ve clearly been through a lot, so let’s get you all back to the Academy.’ He turned to the PET members behind him. ‘Sound the signal.’ 
The soldier Hailey recognised as Scorpion pulled a conch shell off his utility belt. Hailey froze, watching in pure horror and disbelief as he raised the shell to his lips and blew three times. The shell bellowed through the forest, so loud Hailey was certain every monster on the island heard it. She thought it ironic that she and her friends had suffered through so much to be killed by a conch shell. 
‘What are you doing?!’ Aaron slapped the shell from Scorpion’s grip. ‘You’ll bring every monster to us.’
‘Well, they’d regret it,’ Jake said. ‘We’re prepared this time.’ He patted his utility belt where guns, knives, potions, and even a dart blower hung. ‘And we won’t be here long.’ He glanced behind him. ‘Hart, you’re up.’
A woman with a braided ponytail, who Hailey remembered as being part of their excursion yesterday, strode forward. She clapped her hands together and then shot them forward. The patch of forest in front of them glowed with white light, and an image of this island’s beach slowly appeared. Poseidon’s sea-horses rested in the sand, lazily looking towards them through the portal the PET member had opened. 
‘Wow.’ Hailey had never seen a power like hers before—unless you counted Kallie’s. 
‘This will take you back to the beach,’ Hart said. ‘The others would have heard the signal, so they’ll be back there soon.’ 
‘I’m first,’ Demi declared, lunging through the portal and appearing on the other side. She waved back at them. ‘Come on, it’s like stepping through a doorway.’
‘You go, Hails,’ Jayden said.
Hailey was about to move forward when she caught a glimpse of Hope. Her face was pale and she looked ready to bolt. Hailey had thought Hope would be sprinting through the portal to escape this island. But this place had been her home for years, so returning to the unknown would be a little daunting. 
Hailey held her hand out. ‘Come on, Hope. Let’s go together.’ 
Hope hesitated, and Hailey thought for a split second she was going to run away. But then Hope’s face hardened, as if she’d just made her mind up about something. She clasped Hailey’s hand and they wandered into the portal.
Hailey expected it to be like Kallie’s, where light swirled around her, but it was like passing through an archway. One second she was in the forest. The next she was standing on the beach with Demi and the sea-horses.
She looked back at the portal, which reflected the forest and the rest of her friends, who came through next, followed by PET. Hart clapped her hands together, the portal morphing into a sphere of light before blinking out of existence. 
‘Thank the Tyches!’ someone exclaimed.
Hailey whirled around to find Madam Grayson racing towards them from the forest with Master Anderson and three PET members. Relief flooded through her to see them alive. 
Madam Grayson scooped Hailey, Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron into a gentle group hug. ‘I was so worried you hadn’t made it.’
‘We can say the same for you,’ Jayden remarked. ‘How’d you survive the fall?’ he asked her and Master Anderson. 
Madam Grayson’s eyes flicked to Hart, who was talking to Jake and the other PET members. ‘We were lucky enough to get thrown with Lieutenant Hart—she opened a portal into the sea. We landed in the water. By the time we got back to the forest, the cyclops was gone, and the students told me how it had chased you.’
Master Anderson rocked back on his heels. ‘So how did you survive?’ 
‘Hailey caught us in a gust of wind,’ Demi explained. ‘And then Aaron used his force field to lower us.’
‘That’s enough talk,’ Jake barked. ‘My son and his friend are injured. We need to get them to the healing wing. Fast.’
‘Rain would be the quickest way,’ a voice from above said.
Hailey’s eyes flicked up in time to see Amathia come in for a landing on Rain. Sand sprayed up under the pegacorn’s hooves as she trotted up to Hailey, licking her hand. Hailey scratched her between the ears. ‘Hello.’ 
‘I’m relieved to see the five of you are all right.’ Amathia slid from Rain’s back, her blue dress sparkling in the sunlight. ‘We will speak of how later.’ She noticed the marks on Aaron’s neck, and how Alec looked like he was about to pass out. ‘You two return on Rain, the rest of us will go on the hippocampi.’
Master Anderson helped Alec and Aaron climb onto Rain’s back. ‘Off you go. Back to Poseidon’s Academy.’
Rain whinnied before galloping down the beach, with sand kicking up behind her. She leapt into the sky and spread her wings, soaring towards the palace, which gleamed like a jewel in the near distance.
‘Who is this?’ Amathia’s gaze settled on Hope.
‘Hope,’ Demi said. ‘She saved our lives, and she’s been stuck on this island for like five years. We figured she should come back to the Academy with us.’
‘Two years actually,’ Hope corrected, eyes lowered to the sand, acting as if Amathia were a gorgon who would turn her into stone if she looked at her.
Demi waved a dismissive hand. ‘Same diff. Oh, and she’s immortal.’ 
Amathia raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? What a rare power. Come, let us return to the Academy.’ 
Hailey could have cried with relief at the thought of being back at the Academy and collapsing on her bed. She was exhausted and planned to sleep for an entire day. She climbed onto a sea-horse with Demi, its scales smooth against her skin, and wrapped her arms around her friend’s waist for balance as the horse trotted towards the sea. As soon as the water reached up to its knees, the horse’s front legs transformed into long flippers that sparkled like rainbows as they swished through the water. Its back legs transformed, too, merging together to form a mermaid-like tail. 
Despite having her legs in the water, Hailey wasn’t actually wet. She watched the water repel from her skin, as if there was a magnetic field around her pushing it away—one of the perks of riding a sea-horse was that it had the power to keep its rider dry. 
‘I can’t wait to fall on my bed and sleep for a hundred years,’ Demi said as they moved closer and closer towards the glittering palace. 
‘Me too,’ Hailey agreed, almost cheering with joy when their horse stepped into the Academy’s deserted grounds. 
A PET member was positioned outside the palace’s front doors, as well as the doors to the stable. Hailey figured they must be keeping the students inside, which she was grateful for. The last thing she wanted to deal with was a thousand questions about what had happened. All she wanted was her bed. 
The sea-horse clopped into the stable, where Rain was waiting, loose from her stall. ‘Hello again,’ Hailey said, sliding from the sea-horse’s back and petting Rain. 
‘Come on, Rain. Back inside.’ Demi unlatched the gate to the pegacorn’s stall and Rain obediently walked back inside while Hailey put away the sea-horse.
‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired in my life.’ Demi yawned, dried seaweed crunching under her as she sank to the floor. 
Hailey half-sat, half-collapsed beside her. ‘I know how you feel.’ She leaned her head against Rain’s stall door, her eyes drooping and her muscles becoming heavy weights.
‘Hailey, come on.’ Someone poked her.
‘What?’ Hailey’s eyes fluttered open. She hadn’t realised she’d closed them. Demi was back on her feet, and the rest of the teachers—plus Jayden and Hope—were busy dismounting horses. 
‘Come on, Hails.’ Demi helped her up. 
‘I apologise,’ Amathia said, giving them a sympathetic look. ‘You can sleep as soon as Madam Mendem has examined you.’
‘We’re fine.’ Demi yawned again. ‘But we want to check on Alec and Aaron.’
‘I’ll take you,’ Madam Grayson offered. ‘You can sleep in the healing wing so you don’t have to endure a pack of curious students swarming you in the common room.’ 
They weaved through the winding hallways back into the main entrance, where Hailey followed Madam Grayson through the right archway, dragging her legs, which felt like they would give out from exhaustion at any second. They lumbered down a hallway before coming to a wide staircase. 
Argh, I hate stairs, Hailey cursed as she forced herself up them, every step shooting pain up her aching legs. She shuffled into a long narrow room that smelled of eucalyptus and had single beds with crisp sheets lining the walls. 
A plump woman shot up from the bed closest to the door. ‘Goodness, look at you lot.’ 
Hailey gazed past her. Alec and Aaron lay on beds beside each other. Their eyes were closed and their breathing slow and deep. ‘Are they okay?’
‘Yes,’ Madam Mendem said, blood staining the side of her white apron from where she’d absorbed Alec’s injuries. ‘I healed their wounds and gave Aaron a tincture to dispel any lingering poison. But from what I can tell, the poultice used dispelled most of it. How did you know how to make one?’
‘It was Hope.’ Jayden moved aside so Madam Mendem could see her. 
Hope smiled meekly. ‘My mother taught me about healing.’
‘I’m sorry, dearie, I don’t know your face.’ 
‘This is Hope,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘We don’t have the full story yet, but it appears Hope was shipwrecked on the island.’
‘Oh my,’ Madam Mendem gasped. ‘You poor thing. Are you hurt?’ Her eyes locked on to Hope’s blood-matted hair, and she reached a hand out.
Hope stepped back before the nurse could touch her. ‘It’s already healed. I’m an immortal.’
Madam Mendem gasped again. ‘Incredible.’
‘I think these three need rest.’ Madam Grayson interrupted Madam Mendem’s awe.
‘Of course.’ Madam Mendem snapped back into nurse mode. ‘Are any of you hurt?’
‘We can live with our scratches,’ Demi yawned. ‘I just want to sleep.’ She collapsed on the closest bed, sighing in content. 
Hailey followed her example, dropping onto the bed beside her. Her muscles turned back into heavy weights, and her eyes drooped shut. The mattress felt like a cloud beneath her, floating her up into the sky. She distantly heard Madam Grayson mutter something about coming to check on them later before Hailey fell into darkness. 
The darkness didn’t last. She found herself back in Aradia’s cave. Jayden, Demi, and Alec lay on the ground. Blood pooled around them from the puncture marks on their necks, and their glassy eyes stared towards the ceiling, unblinking. Tears burned Hailey’s throat. She glared at Aradia, who had her back to Hailey, too busy biting into Aaron’s neck to notice her.
‘NO!’ Hailey screamed, charging at the monster. 
Aradia tossed Aaron aside like he weighed nothing and whirled on Hailey, who gasped and stopped. The arachne wasn’t Aradia. It was Hope. The spider’s red and black hair lightened to strawberry blonde, and blood dripped from her fangs.
‘Hope?’ 
Hope snarled. ‘Time to die.’ She leapt at Hailey.
Someone touched Hailey’s arm and her eyes flew open. She swallowed a scream when she saw Hope staring down at her. 
‘I think you were having a nightmare.’ 
Hailey wriggled into a sitting position. ‘It happens a lot.’ She glanced around. Her friends were asleep, and Madam Mendem was gone. ‘Where’s the nurse?’
‘She was hungry. She went to some place called the main hall.’
‘Oh. Why aren’t you sleeping?’ 
Hope shrugged and perched on the edge of Hailey’s bed. ‘Living in a forest taught me to be a light sleeper. I never sleep longer than a couple of hours.’
Hailey’s heart squeezed with sympathy. She couldn’t imagine how terrifying being alone in a forest would be, constantly running from monsters. At least Hailey had had her friends with her. She wasn’t sure she would have been brave enough to survive on her own. 
She placed her hand on top of Hope’s. ‘You’re not alone anymore. You’ll be safe here.’
Hope managed a sad smile. ‘We’ll see.’ 
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Nightmares
The next day, after giving Amathia a full account of what had happened, Hailey and her friends were released from the healing wing. They made their way up to the common room, where what looked like half their year waited. Hailey and her friends managed a single step past the soldier guarding the stairs before the second years jumped up and swarmed them. 
‘What happened to you?’
‘Are you all right?’
‘Did a monster attack you?’
‘Did you see a hydra?’
‘Did the cyclops eat you and then poop you out?’
‘How did you survive?’
‘What was it like flying through the air?’
‘Did a griffin catch you?’
The questions were all muddled together, not giving any of them a chance to answer. Beside Hailey Hope stepped backwards. 
‘It’s all right,’ Jayden told her, his voice low and soothing.
‘Everyone back up.’ The questions stopped and the students redirected their gaze to Jake, who had come up the stairs behind Hailey. ‘I said back up,’ he repeated, voice hard. 
The students grumbled, but complied, returning to various spots around the common room.
‘I’m glad you’re all right, son.’ Jake put a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. ‘You’ll make a great operative when you’re older.’
Aaron shrugged off his dad’s hand. 
What looked like pain flashed in Jake’s eyes before his face hardened into his usual mask of indifference. ‘You know where to find me if you need me.’ His boots thudded against the crystal steps as he retreated back downstairs. 
Hailey tensed, waiting for the second years to swarm again. But something much worse happened than another bombardment of questions. 
‘Do you honestly think you can come back in here pretending to be a hero after everything you’ve done?’ Venus, who Hailey hadn’t seen lounging by the fireplace with the twins, sashayed over to them. ‘You brought these soldiers here. You made us prisoners in our own school. You deserved to die on that island for betraying everyone.’
Hailey’s hand clenched into a fist, but she kept it pinned to her side, doubting she’d get away with breaking Venus’s nose again. 
‘Shut up!’ Demi shouted. ‘Yes, Aaron double-crossed us, but he didn’t have a choice. His dad forced him to. And we’d all be dead if it wasn’t for him. He almost killed himself using his powers to protect the people who outcast him. How many of you are alive because Aaron stopped most of the daggers dropped by those Stymanian birds?’
‘Stymphalian,’ Alec corrected from beside her.
‘Whatever.’ Demi waved him off. ‘And then he held off that cyclops and made it chase him just so you could all escape. He saved all of us. So if anyone has a problem with Aaron or wants to treat him like a leper, you’ll have to deal with me.’
The room turned dead quiet. Hailey heard the squeak of boots as the PET member guarding the stairs shifted behind her, no doubt deciding whether to get involved or not.
‘Demi’s right.’ Brennan strode from the boys’ dormitories door to Aaron’s side. ‘Aaron protected us and almost died because of it. Thank you for saving my life, Aaron.’ 
‘It’s okay,’ Aaron said in a quiet voice.
‘Thank you for saving my life,’ someone else said, and then a chorus of thank yous encircled the room as students called out their gratitude.
‘You’re all idiots!’ Venus threw her arms up in frustration before storming into the girls’ dormitories with the twins and slamming the door behind her. 
‘See, almost dying does have some perks,’ Jayden joked. 
‘I’m glad you’re okay,’ Brennan said to Hailey. ‘I thought you’d died.’
‘Almost,’ Hailey admitted. ‘Thank you for trying to save us.’
‘Who’s this?’ he asked, staring at Hope, who looked ready to bolt back down the stairs and escape the students’ staring eyes.
‘Hope,’ Demi said. ‘A shipwreck survivor. The boys can explain it to you—and the rest of the second years,’ she added, noticing students beginning to make their way towards them. ‘I think everything is a bit overwhelming for her right now. See you boys later.’ 
‘I wanted to find out wh—’ a girl began, stepping in front of Demi.
‘Ask them,’ Demi told her, pointing a thumb over her shoulder at Jayden, Alec, and Aaron before wandering towards the girls’ dorms. 
‘Bye.’ Hailey waved to Brennan. ‘Thanks again. Come on, Hope.’
‘Wow,’ Hope gasped when they entered the girls’ dormitories. ‘That’s a lot of doors.’
For once, the soldier standing beside the door in the girls’ dormitories didn’t yell at them for loitering when they stopped in the hallway—it seemed almost dying came with the perk of the soldiers backing off of Hailey and her friends. 
‘Ours is about halfway,’ Demi said, bouncing down the hallway. ‘Welcome to our home,’ she sung, throwing their dorm door open. 
Hope shuffled in behind Hailey. ‘It’s beautiful.’
Demi plunked down on her bed. ‘Yeah, it’s pretty cool. I guess we’ll have to get another bed ordered for you or something.’
‘Madam Mendem said I can sleep in the healing wing until they organise a room for me.’ 
Demi pulled a face. ‘Blah, how boring rooming with the school nurse.’
‘You can have my bed for now, if you want. I can share with Demi,’ Hailey offered, dropping beside her best friend.
Hope frowned. ‘You’d do that for me?’
‘Of course, it’s the least I can do after you saved us from that arachne.’
‘Thank you,’ Hope said, sounding a little unsure. She moved towards Hailey’s bed, running a hand over the iridescent sea-silk duvet cover before perching on the mattress’s edge.
The adjoining door flew open, with Kora and Tahlia bursting into the room.
‘You’re alive!’ Kora exclaimed, wrapping her arms around Hailey and Demi.
‘Barely,’ Hailey said when she released her.
‘We were so worried about you,’ Tahlia said, and then noticed Hope sitting on the other bed. ‘Hello.’
‘Um, hi.’ Hope’s eyes dropped to the pearl floor. 
‘This is Hope.’ Demi explained how they’d met.
‘Wow.’ Kora gaped when she’d finished. ‘An arachne. Really? And you’re an immortal who was shipwrecked? That’s crazy.’
‘Yeah,’ Tahlia agreed. ‘I can’t even imagine how weird this must all be for you.’
Hope hugged her arms. ‘I almost want to return to the island.’
‘Don’t be stupid,’ Demi said. ‘Why would anyone want to sleep on a hard dirt ground over a sea-sponge mattress?’ 
‘Well, on a positive note, classes are cancelled for the rest of the week,’ Kora announced.
Demi’s eyes lit up. ‘Really?’ 
‘Yeah, apparently they want to let the second years recover after a traumatic event.’
‘Awesome.’ Demi beamed. ‘Four-day weekend.’
‘What happened to you being excited about classes starting up again?’ Hailey asked.
‘I am, but I could also use a break—especially from homework.’ 
Before Hailey had a chance to retort, a letter materialised on her desk. Her stomach dropped. ‘Uh oh. Amathia told everyone’s parents what happened, didn’t she?’
Tahlia shook her head. ‘No. She wanted to, but Jake wouldn’t let her. He said it could compromise his mission.’
‘What?’ Demi gaped. ‘Our parents don’t know what happened? That’s awesome!’
‘Yeah,’ Hailey agreed. She was pretty confident that if her mum knew the truth, she would have sent Amathia a letter demanding she send her daughter back home, since this would be the third time the school had “lost” her. 
Hailey shifted off the bed and retrieved the letter.
Hailey,
I haven’t heard from you in over a week. Please tell me you’re not at that age where you don’t need your mum anymore, because I couldn’t bear that. I’d rather assume that you’re busy with school and haven’t forgotten I exist.
Love Mum
‘So?’ Demi prompted hesitantly from her bed. 
‘It’s just an ordinary letter.’ Hailey wouldn’t be getting dragged out of the Academy anytime soon. Blue skies. 
A scream tore Hailey’s eyes open. She blinked at the sea-silk canopy above her, confused, and then remembered she was in Demi’s bed. Another scream ripped through the dorm. 
Demi bolted up beside her. ‘Vkalike.’
The orb floating beneath the ceiling flared to life, flooding the room with light. 
Hope tossed and turned in Hailey’s bed, the sheets tangled around her. Hailey darted to her side, shaking her. ‘Wake up. It’s just a dream.’
Hope’s hand shot out, clasping around Hailey’s neck like a vice. At the same time, her eyes flicked open. But they were empty, like she wasn’t really awake.
Hailey clawed at Hope’s strangling fingers, trying to pry them away from her neck, but her grip was too tight. 
‘Let her go!’ Demi yanked Hope’s wrist.
Something glinted in Hope’s eyes—a light flicking back on—and she blinked a few times before gasping in horror. She ripped her hand from Hailey’s neck, restraining it against her chest with the other one as she scooted further up the bed, trying to put as much space between Hailey and her as possible. 
The joining door banged open. Kora loomed in the frame, holding a textbook over her shoulder, ready to swing it. ‘What in Tartarus is happening in here?’ 
Tahlia sucked in a breath beside her, preparing to use her Hypnos powers. She relaxed when she saw Hailey, Demi, and Hope. ‘We thought someone was being murdered.’
‘No murder,’ Demi said, and then half-glanced at Hailey. ‘Well, more like attempted murder.’
Kora frowned. ‘Huh?’
‘Never mind.’ Hailey’s voice was hoarse. Hope had been sleep-choking her, so she didn’t see any point in telling the others, since it was clearly an accident. ‘We’re sorry we woke you.’
Tahlia’s eyes drifted to Hope, who was gasping in tiny breaths of air while keeping her hand pinned against her chest. ‘Are you okay?’
‘A nightmare,’ she said in a quiet shaky voice.
‘I can help with that.’ Tahlia moved towards her.
‘No.’ Hope pressed her back against the wall. ‘I don’t want to go back to sleep.’
Tahlia stopped. ‘Okay. Well, does anyone else want a one-way ticket to Dreamville?’
‘Me, please.’ Demi’s hand shot up, and then she looked at Hailey. ‘Will you be okay?’
Hailey rubbed her neck, the skin tender. Considering Hope was cowering on the bed, Hailey had no doubt what had happened was an accident. ‘Yeah. I’ll be fine.’
Demi scurried back to her bed, burrowing under the covers. ‘Ready. And if you can give me a dream about some hot guy that would be great.’
‘I’m not a Morpheus. I can only make you fall asleep,’ Tahlia said, exhaling a puff of gold dust in Demi’s face.
‘Worth a try,’ Demi said sleepily before her eyes drifted closed and her breathing deepened. 
‘I think I’ll have some of that too.’ Kora yawned. ‘Night, Hails. Night, Hope.’
‘Good night,’ Hailey said, and felt a spark of fear when Kora and Tahlia closed the door behind them. It was an accident.
‘I’m so sorry about choking you. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m used to being in defence mode when I sleep.’
‘It’s okay.’ Hailey perched on the edge of her bed. She couldn’t blame Hope for hurting her when the past two years had probably been a life of constant fear and danger. She doubted escaping the forest could instantly make Hope forget her survival instincts. ‘Do you want to talk about your nightmare?’ 
Hope rocked back and forth, hugging her knees to her chest. ‘It wasn’t really a nightmare. I dream about memories. Horrible memories.’
‘Madam Norwood could probably help with that,’ Hailey suggested. ‘I went through something pretty traumatic last year, and she gave me a potion to help me forget how terrified I’d been. It worked pretty well.’ For a little while, she added to herself.
‘I doubt any potion could make me be okay with the memories I have.’ 
‘Like monsters killing you?’
Hope hugged her legs tighter. ‘Something like that. It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m free. I’m safe here.’ She sounded as if she were trying to convince herself, but Hailey could see the fear behind her eyes.
‘Let me show you something,’ Hailey said, thinking a distraction might help. She wandered towards the window, throwing open its crystal doors. The cool night air brushed against her skin, and she inhaled the salty sea-air. 
Hope edged to Hailey’s side. ‘What?’ she asked hesitantly. 
Hailey flicked her hand at the clouds covering the night sky, watching them speed away to reveal stars that sparkled like fairy lights. 
Hope gasped and staggered backwards, grabbing Hailey’s bed for support. ‘You’re a Zeus.’ The words sounded like an accusation.
‘Yes.’ Hailey tensed, waiting for the usual reaction of a thousand questions.
Hope looked more terrified than curious. ‘I didn’t know.’
‘I’m nothing special,’ Hailey assured her. ‘Please don’t feel weird around me. I’m ordinary, I promise.’
Hope studied Hailey for a second, making Hailey feel as though she were trying to read her mind—or perhaps just trying to confirm the genuineness of her words— before her shoulders slumped and she relaxed. ‘Sorry, you just took me by surprise.’ She inched back up to the window. ‘It must be a fun power.’
‘Yeah, it is. Although I’m not a big fan of all the fame that comes with it—or the prophecy.’
‘I wouldn’t like to have a prophecy written about me either.’
‘It’s not about me,’ Hailey snapped. ‘Sorry, I just hate it.’
‘I wouldn’t worry,’ Hope said. ‘I’m sure the gods are dead.’
No, they’re not. They’re alive somewhere, waiting to be reawakened. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Anyway, I wanted to show you the stars. I thought they might help you. I like to look at them whenever I feel overwhelmed. Talking to the sea-horses works really well, too, but since there are PET members everywhere, we can’t really go down there.’ 
Hope gazed at the twinkling night sky. ‘I’ve always felt a connection with the sky. It comes from my father I guess.’
‘Was he an Apollo?’
Hope swallowed, and Hailey could practically feel grief seeping from her skin. ‘Yes, he could control the sun.’ She turned her back to the window. ‘I think I’ll try and sleep again. Thanks for showing me the stars.’
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The Grand Tour
The next morning, Hailey woke to find her bed empty. ‘Hope?’ she called, scrambling out of Demi’s bed, her eyes flicking around the dorm. But unless Hope could turn invisible, she wasn’t there. 
Hailey knocked on the joining door, thinking maybe Kora and Tahlia had invited her over. Silence greeted her from the other side. She cracked the door open, peering in to find Kora and Tahlia sound asleep. No sign of Hope. Uneasiness settled in the pit of Hailey’s stomach.
She couldn’t imagine Hope running off alone, but what other explanation was there? An image of her sneaking out to find a dark hiding place popped into her mind, and she regretted not staying up with Hope when she’d known how scared she was.
‘Demi.’ Hailey shook her awake.
‘What?’ Demi groused. ‘Classes are cancelled today.’
‘I know, but Hope’s gone.’
Demi’s eyes half-opened. ‘What do you mean gone?’
‘Well, she’s not here.’
Demi dropped her pillow over her head and mumbled, ‘She probably went to get breakfast.’
‘Maybe. I’m worried after last night that she might have had a mental breakdown.’
Demi chucked the pillow at the wall and swung her legs over the bed with a sigh. ‘Fine. I’ll come help you find her.’
They both threw on some clothes and strode into the common room. They did a quick sweep of the students, but didn’t spot Hope. They stopped in front of the PET member guarding the stairs—it was the scary-looking one with scars down his cheek.
‘We’re going down for breakfast,’ Demi told him.
‘Go ahead.’
Hailey moved towards the stairs and then turned back. ‘Actually, did you see a girl with strawberry blonde hair go downstairs?’
Scar didn’t deign himself to look at her. ‘It’s not my job to inform students about the whereabouts of other students.’
‘Please, it’s important.’
‘Not my job.’
Hailey clenched her jaw. He’s being purposely unhelpful. She opened her mouth to let him know what a jerk he was when Demi grabbed her arm. ‘Come on, Hails. We don’t need him.’
Hailey bit her tongue to keep from saying anything, and followed Demi down the stairs. These PET people were really starting to bug her. How hard is it to tell someone if you’ve seen the person they’re after? She wanted them gone.
‘I already told you, you can’t come through,’ a man’s voice said.
Hailey reached the entryway, and her shoulders sagged when she spotted Hope standing in front of the PET member guarding the left archway. ‘Hope, what are you doing here?’
Hope spun around. ‘Oh, hi.’
‘Are you okay?’ Hailey asked.
‘Hailey thought you might have gone crazy after last night,’ Demi added.
‘I’m fine. I didn’t want to wake you up this morning. I thought your idea about talking to the horses could help me. But this man won’t let me through.’
‘This area of the palace is off limits until school hours,’ he informed her. ‘Now stop loitering.’
‘Come on, Hope,’ Hailey said. ‘Let’s have breakfast.’
Reluctantly, Hope let Hailey lead her into the main hall. Chatter echoed throughout the vast space, and cutlery clinked against plates as students gobbled down eggs, sausages, and about a hundred other different types of breakfasts. Hope tensed beside Hailey, ready to sprint away. 
‘Sorry about all the people,’ Hailey said. ‘We’ll try and find somewhere not so crowded.’ 
‘That one looks almost deserted.’ Demi pointed to a table near the edge of the hall, where a girl and two boys sat.
The three of them ambled over, sitting two chair spaces away from the other occupants, who regarded them curiously before returning to whatever conversation they’d been having. 
‘Okay,’ Hailey said to Hope, ‘these are conjuring plates. They materialise whatever food you want. You just touch them.’ Hailey touched her plate. ‘Close your eyes.’ She closed her eyes. ‘And imagine.’ She imagined porridge with swirls of honey topped with baked apple slices. The smell of cinnamon made her mouth water. She opened her eyes, finding her plate had transformed into a bowl, which held her steaming porridge. ‘See.’ 
Hope touched her plate and a second later strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, and blackberries materialised on it.
‘Seriously?’ Demi bit into a chocolate croissant. ‘You spend two years on an island and that’s the breakfast you choose?’
Hope shrugged sheepishly. ‘It’s what I’m used to.’ She popped a blueberry into her mouth, its juices staining her fingers blue. 
‘Can you pass the salt, please?’ the girl sitting at the end of the table asked.
‘Sure.’ Hailey pushed the gold salt grinder down to her.
The girl smirked. ‘Thanks.’
Hailey gasped as her spoon clattered to the table. She’d heard the girl speak, but her lips hadn’t moved. The girl laughed, along with the gangly boys sitting across from her, who Hailey realised were twins. 
She stared in confusion at the three of them until Demi nudged her. ‘Why’d you pass her the salt?’ 
‘She asked me to,’ Hailey said in an uncertain voice. Maybe she was the one going crazy, not Hope.
‘Don’t worry, you’re not insane,’ one of the twins assured her.
‘Yeah, I can send thoughts to people,’ the girl explained, pushing her purple-framed glasses up her nose. 
‘Cool,’ Demi said around a mouthful of croissant. ‘Can you do it to me?’ A second later she clapped her hands together. ‘That’s amazing! It sounds like you’re actually talking to me, but your lips didn’t move. Can you read minds too?’ 
The girl shook her head of black hair. ‘No, I can only send thoughts. I’m Ava, by the way,’ she introduced herself, ‘and this is Riley.’ She nudged her head at the boy sitting directly across from her. 
‘And this is my twin, Charlie.’ Riley wrapped an arm around the boy beside him, both of them wearing matching devious grins.
‘Riley, be serious,’ Ava scolded him.
‘He is my twin,’ Riley protested. 
‘Watch this,’ Charlie said. He touched Riley on the shoulder. His hand turned see-through, the translucency running up his arm and over his entire body within seconds before he vanished altogether. 
Hailey’s jaw dropped.
Demi gaped. ‘What was that?’
‘I can duplicate myself,’ Riley explained, leaning back in his chair, looking very smug. ‘I’m an Other like Ava.’ 
‘Uniques have such incredible powers,’ Demi said, cutting into the chocolate-covered waffle she’d just materialised on her plate.
Ava shook salt over her scrambled eggs and hash browns. ‘So what are your names?’
‘Demi.’
‘I’m Hailey, and this is Hope.’ Hope smiled shyly, her eyes focussed on her lap.
‘Hailey?!’ Riley’s mouth was the one to drop open this time. ‘You’re the Zeus.’
Hailey blushed. ‘Yep,’ she said quietly, wishing he’d stop staring at her like she was a rock star.
Riley seemed to remember himself and shrugged. ‘I mean that’s cool.’
‘Very,’ Ava added, and then squealed when a girl wearing too much makeup dumped a goblet of orange juice over her head. Drops of juice splattered the table and dripped to the pearl floor as the girl strutted off with a Venus-like swagger. 
‘I’m going to kill her!’
‘No.’ Ava grabbed Riley’s wrist, orange juice dripping from her black hair. ‘It’s fine.’
‘What was that?’ Demi looked as stunned as Hailey felt.
‘Clarissa,’ Ava ground out the name through gritted teeth. ‘The third-year bully who likes to let Others know how unwelcome they are here.’
‘We’ve got one of those.’ Demi clutched the fork in her hand tighter. Hailey guessed she was imagining it being Venus’s skull.
‘I think every year does.’ Ava smiled sadly. ‘Come on, Riley, I need to get cleaned up before class. It was nice meeting you.’
‘See you round.’ Riley waved goodbye. 
‘Um, this might sound like a stupid question,’ Hope said, lowering her voice, ‘but why are there Others in the school?’
‘Because Poseidon’s Academy is a trial school for people with god and Other powers being together,’ Hailey explained. ‘We call them Uniques here though. You’re not anti-Unique, are you?’ she added, worrying Hope’s silence might’ve been from distaste rather than shyness. 
‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m just not used to it.’ She bit into a strawberry. ‘So why can students with god powers bully them like that?’ 
Hailey swallowed a spoonful of creamy porridge. ‘Because they’re smart enough to do it when there aren’t teachers around.’
‘Don’t worry, we make sure Venus—our year’s bully—gets plenty of torment in return,’ Demi assured her. 
A conch shell blared in the distance, signalling the start of classes in ten minutes. Cutlery clattered and chairs scrapped across the pearl floor as students finished their breakfast and bustled from the main hall. About forty students were left sitting, mostly from her year, and a few older students lucky enough to have a free period. 
Demi jumped up. ‘Come on, Hope, let’s check out the grounds. It’s the best part.’
Scorpion stood in front of the double doors in the entryway. He held up a hand to stop Hailey, Demi, and Hope as they strode towards the doors. ‘Why aren’t you in class?’
‘We’re second years,’ Demi said matter-of-factly. ‘We’ve got the rest of the week off to recover from the trauma of monsters attacking us.’
‘Trauma? Back in the Amazon Jungle I lost my entire team to an anaconda with bullet-proof skin, and the ability to spit blinding venom. I spent three days running for my life in that monster-infested jungle, and did I get a day off to recover from the trauma? No. I got shipped out an hour after I was rescued.’
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘Um, okay. Well, we’re allowed not to be in class.’
Scorpion rolled his eyes and moved aside, muttering something about kids these days not having any stamina.
‘So this is the grounds.’ Hailey gazed up at the azure blue sky, feeling as though today would be a good day. 
‘Incredible.’ Hope reached up to touch a topaz dangling from a branch.
‘I know.’ Demi picked one up from the scattered pile on the ground. She sighed. ‘But they don’t let us keep them.’ She let the topaz slip through her fingers; it made a tiny chink as it landed. 
‘Okaeat.’
Haley spun around. Amathia smiled at the three of them before disappearing back into the palace.
‘Ooh, I love this part.’ Demi bounced on her toes.
Vibrations shot through the ground, and the palace began sinking, water replacing the sky. The descent felt like descending in an elevator, only much prettier. Fish dashed past and coral reefs gleamed like rainbows. The palace slowed to a stop, not at the bottom of the sea, but deep enough that the surface was no longer visible. 
‘Wow.’ Hope darted to the grounds’ edge. ‘I’m guessing Hephaestus made this.’ She touched the force field and gasped when her fingers passed through. 
‘Yes, he did.’ Hailey moved to her side, watching a squid swim past the force field. ‘It only works to keep the water out though.’ 
Hope stared at the water dripping from her fingers. ‘That’s dangerous.’
‘Only if you’re stupid enough to walk into it,’ Demi said.
‘Or be pushed,’ Hailey added, scowling at the memory of Venus shoving her into the icy water last year. 
‘I did warn you not to stand too close.’
Hailey whipped around. Venus lurked behind her, her face equal parts nefarious and furious. ‘What do you want?’
‘To let this little harpy know I’m not okay with her moving into my dorm.’
Hailey glanced at Hope, who seemed as confused as her.
‘What are you talking about?’ Demi snapped.
‘You didn’t hear? Madam Grayson had half my dorm emptied to make room for her.’ She poked an accusatory finger at Hope. 
‘I didn’t ask them to do that,’ Hope spluttered.
‘Back off,’ Hailey warned. ‘You can’t do anything, there’s a soldier right there…’ Her words trailed off when she noticed the entrance was soldier free. That’s weird.
Venus smirked. ‘He’s dealing with another commotion.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Let me guess, the twins are behind it?’ 
Venus shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 
‘You can’t blame Hope. She hasn’t done anything wrong,’ Hailey protested. ‘We’ll talk to Madam Grayson and get this sorted out. She can stay in our dorm.’ Hailey couldn’t believe Madam Grayson would put Hope—someone on the verge of PTSD—in a dorm with Venus: a psychopath who takes pleasure from inflicting pain and misery on others.
‘It’s too late. My spa is already gone.’ A knife flew from Venus’s hand. 
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Athena’s Revenge
The knife sailed between Hailey and Demi, embedding itself in Hope’s chest. Hope’s eyes grew wide as she slipped backwards. Hailey and Demi reached for her, pulling her forward before she could fall through the force field, and lowered her gently to the ground. Blood spilled over the diamond floor, but it quickly began receding like a puddle of water drying up under the sun—thanks to the floor’s self-cleaning abilities. 
‘Just a reminder of what will happen if you impose on my territory too much.’ Venus strutted away.
‘It’s okay, Hope.’ Hailey squeezed her hand. ‘We’ve got you.’ 
Hope opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, a trail of blood leaking over her chin as her head lolled to the side and her eyes turned glassy.
‘I’ll get Madam Mendem.’
Hailey grabbed Demi’s wrist before she could get up. ‘It’s too late. She’s dead.’ Tears burned her throat.
‘What do we do?’
‘Wait, I guess.’
Hailey yanked the knife, which Venus had stolen from the main hall, from Hope’s chest and tossed it through the force field, the water tingeing red with blood as the blade sank out of sight. She resisted the urge to chase after Venus and strangle her. Just because Hope was immortal didn’t mean it was okay to kill her. She couldn’t understand how anyone could be so evil. Hope was innocent, and now she’d probably come back even more traumatised than before. 
‘Maybe she’ll get expelled for this,’ Demi remarked, sensing Hailey’s thoughts.
‘How does she know how to throw a knife anyway?’
‘Probably her older sister.’ Demi shrugged. ‘She’s an Ares or something. Apparently, she’s a bigger psycho than Venus and got expelled from just about every god school when she was sixteen. I think she’s in jail now.’
‘Venus is the nice one? Now that’s a scary thought.’
Hope dragged in a breath, her eyes flying open.
‘You’re alive!’ Demi exclaimed. 
‘Do you feel okay?’ Hailey asked, helping Hope sit up. Her blue button-down shirt was completely covered in blood, but it didn’t look like she was bleeding anymore. 
Hope nodded and touched the spot where Venus had stabbed her. ‘Yeah, it’s all healed.’
‘So that’s your new dorm mate,’ Demi said.
Hope gulped.
‘Don’t worry, we’re not letting you stay with her,’ Hailey promised. ‘Come on, we’re telling Madam Grayson what she did.’ 
Hope shook her head. ‘No. I don’t want to cause any trouble.’
‘Trouble?’ Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘She just killed you in broad daylight. What do you think she’ll do to you when you’re sleeping?’
‘I don’t want to make things worse. She knew I was an immortal. I think she was just angry. If I stay out of her way, she’ll hopefully calm down.’
‘But she killed you,’ Demi said again as if Hope wasn’t understanding the situation.
‘You can’t let her get away with it,’ Hailey agreed. 
‘It’s not your choice,’ Hope snapped. ‘You can’t force me to do something I don’t want to.’ She sprang up and stormed towards the palace.
***
Ancient History was the first class on Monday, and Hailey took her regular seat in the front row with her friends. Hope sat beside her, clutching her hands in her lap.
‘It’s okay,’ Hailey assured her. ‘This is a fun class.’ 
Amathia stood at the front of the room. ‘Let us begin.’ She touched the orb on her desk, white light flooding the room like an explosion of lightning. When it faded, Hailey was standing a few yards from a marble temple bordered with white pillars. A few more yards from the temple was a woman lowering a bucket into a well. 
‘There she is.’ 
Hailey turned to the man standing beside her, her heart leaping into her throat. He had black hair and a short beard sprouting a few grey hairs. Poseidon!
It’s just a memory. He can’t hurt me.
Poseidon’s dark blue eyes focused on Hailey and she tensed, thinking maybe Poseidon could sense her hiding inside Amathia’s body. ‘Keep watch for my wife.’
Hailey nodded. ‘As you wish.’
Poseidon prowled towards the woman, who was now balancing the bucket on the well’s edge. She spun around. ‘Poseidon,’ she squealed with delight, wrapping her arms around him. 
‘Come, let’s go inside.’ Poseidon clasped the woman’s hand.
‘No.’ She dug her feet into the ground. ‘We cannot defile a temple.’
‘It is only Athena’s,’ Poseidon argued. ‘My prude of a niece could stand to have a few temples defiled.’
‘It’s not right, Poseidon,’ the woman protested, but a smile played across her lips.
‘Come now, Medusa, I will protect you.’
She hesitated. ‘All right.’ She giggled and let Poseidon lead her inside.
Eww was all Hailey could think. She also felt a little sad, because she knew what was going to happen next. 
Poseidon exited the temple about ten minutes later. ‘Farewell, Medusa,’ he called behind him and strode towards Hailey, who tensed again. ‘I will meet you back at the palace,’ he informed her before vanishing in a tornado of water.
Singing pulled Hailey’s attention back to the temple. Medusa was strolling towards the well, humming a song. She reached for the well’s bucket as a shower of owl feathers floated down beside her. A woman wearing a gold helmet and holding a spear materialised.
Medusa gasped and knocked the bucket over, water pooling in the dirt. ‘Athena!’ She dropped her head. ‘How kind of you to grace me with your presence.’ 
‘Do not act so daft, mortal,’ Athena hissed. ‘I know what you did in my temple. How dare you sully my sacred place!’ 
‘I-I-I am sorry, Athena.’ Medusa fell to her knees on the muddy ground. ‘I beg your forgiveness.’
‘I’m not the forgiving type.’
‘Wait!’ Hailey called in Amathia’s voice, advancing towards the pair.
Athena glared at her. ‘This does not concern you, nymph.’
‘She is not at fault,’ Hailey argued. ‘Poseidon lured her. You cannot punish her for being a weak mortal and giving in to a god.’
‘Watch me.’ Athena plucked an amber potion bottle from her Grecian dress and smashed it on the ground.
Vapours rose from the oozing liquid, swirling around Medusa like smoke. She clawed at the mist, which seeped into her skin, before a bloodcurdling scream tore from her mouth.
Hailey watched with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion as Medusa’s brown curls began shivering, each one slowly transforming into a hissing snake. 
Medusa reached a hand up to touch her slithering hair. ‘I’m a monster!’ 
‘Yes.’ A malevolent smile curved Athena’s lips. ‘One that will never enjoy the company of mortals again. For every human who gazes upon you, you will transform them into stone. Enjoy your lonely life, Medusa.’ Athena spared a glance at Hailey. ‘Swim away, little nymph. I’m sure Poseidon will wish to know the fate of his beloved.’ She cackled. ‘No, actually, I do not believe my uncle will care.’ 
The world flashed white again, and Hailey was back in Amathia’s classroom. A chair clattered to the floor beside her as Hope bolted from the room.
Hailey darted after her, making it outside in time to see her dash down the hallway leading to the stable. ‘Hope,’ she called and was about to run after her when Cady wandered from the left hallway; her eyes grew wide when she saw Hailey. ‘Cady? What are you doing here?’
‘I… um… I told Madam Grayson I was sick to get out of class—skipping class is the only way I can wander around the palace without Venus ambushing me.’ She lowered her eyes to the ground, and Hailey resisted the urge to hunt Venus down and make her swear never to so much as glance at Cady again. ‘Anyway, I was curious about the barrier PET is trying to get past, so I went to have a look.’ 
‘Really? Did you find it? What was it?’ Hailey imagined enormous crystals shooting from the ground to the ceiling, crossing over each other.
‘Just a force field.’
‘Oh.’ That wasn’t anywhere near as interesting as an impenetrable wall of crystals. ‘How did you get past PET?’
‘I can blend in with my surroundings.’ Cady pressed herself against the wall, her skin almost becoming transparent as it changed to match the crystal wall’s pale blue colour. 
‘Wow.’ If Hailey hadn’t known exactly where Cady was standing, she never would have noticed her. ‘You’re like a chameleon.’ 
Cady peeled away from the wall, dropping her disguise. ‘I guess.’
‘Look I have to go,’ Hailey said, remembering that she was supposed to be looking for Hope. ‘But you should really try to stand up for yourself against Venus—and if you get a chance to rip out one of her curls, take it.’
Cady smiled a sad smile. ‘I wish it were that easy.’
‘Hope,’ Hailey called, slipping through the slightly ajar stable doors, having an inkling that Hope was borrowing her hiding spot. 
Hope sniffed from behind the left door, her face red and splotchy from crying.
The horses whinnied in greeting, but Hailey ignored them—they could wait five minutes for a pat. ‘Hope, what’s wrong?’ She dropped down beside her, the dried seaweed crunching beneath her.
Hope sniffed again and wiped her eyes. ‘That was horrible—what Athena did to Medusa. It wasn’t her fault. She didn’t deserve that. Why were the gods so cruel?’
‘I’m not sure, they just were.’ Hailey didn’t know what other answer there was. ‘I’m surprised you feel anything about it. The memory ball is meant to block emotions once you’re out of the memory.’
‘Maybe it doesn’t work on immortals.’ 
‘You know it happened a long time ago. The gods aren’t around anymore.’ At least not alive enough to turn people into monsters. ‘They can’t hurt anyone else.’
‘It was awful.’ Hope hugged her knees.
‘Let’s talk about something else,’ Hailey suggested. ‘How’s Venus as a dorm mate?’ She figured if anything could overpower Hope’s fear, it was probably anger towards Venus. 
Hope shrugged. ‘She’s okay.’
‘Okay? She killed you last week.’
‘Well, she hasn’t tried again. Although she might if I have another nightmare. I woke her up last night when I screamed.’
‘I really think you should see Madam Norwood. She could help you.’ 
‘Maybe.’ Hope wiped her nose with her sleeve. ‘Look, I don’t want to be rude, but do you mind leaving me alone for a little while?’
‘Of course.’ Hailey understood needing alone time better than anybody. ‘As long as you’ll be okay?’
Hope nodded. ‘I feel better now. Maybe the emotion-blocking part of the memory ball was a little delayed.’
‘Okay.’ Hailey climbed to her feet. ‘I’ll meet you after class.’
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Eavesdropping
Hailey lounged in the grounds with Demi, Jayden, Alec, Aaron—and about half the student population, since it was the weekend. They lazed beside a seaweed tree, its seaweed branches dangling inches from the ground. 
‘Looks like Venus has been torturing Cady again.’ Aaron nodded to the palace, fifteen yards away.
Cady sobbed her way towards an aquamarine tree, dropping to the ground and pressing her hands against her face.
‘I’ll see if she’s okay.’ Jayden hurried over to her, Cady wrapping her arms around his neck the second he sat down, and pressing her face into his shoulder.
‘Why—’ Demi began and then made a choking sound that quickly turned into a coughing fit. 
‘Are you okay?’ Aaron asked.
‘Fine.’ Demi’s voice was raspy. Achoo. ‘Uck, I think I’m getting sick.’
Alec shuffled away from her. ‘Don’t give it to me. I’ve got too much studying to do.’
‘Sir, there’s been a situation.’
Hailey peered through the hanging seaweed, spotting Jake staring at the sea a few feet away. He turned to face the soldier—the one Hailey had named Scar—approaching him from the stable’s exit. ‘What happened? Did you get past the barrier?’
‘No, sir. The nereids attacked us while we were working on the force field. They started throwing sea-urchin darts and screaming they’d kill us if we didn’t leave the palace.’ 
Please, please, please, don’t tell me they’re on the loose. 
‘Where are they now?’
‘We stun-gunned them and dragged them back to their room, sir.’
Thank the Tyches, Hailey thought, grateful she didn’t have to worry about the Nereids slinking around the palace while plotting how to kill Hailey and everyone else in a giant flood of water or something. 
‘How did they escape in the first place? Who was guarding them?’ he demanded as three pink dolphins swam past the force field. 
‘Hart, sir. We found her unconscious.’
‘Feisty bunch, aren’t they?’ Jake watched the dolphins as they drifted further away. ‘Life would be so much easier if we could feed them to a sea-monster,’ he remarked. 
You can say that again, Hailey thought. 
‘The leader wants to speak with you, sir.’ 
‘Very well.’ Jake marched towards the stable doors, Scar trailing behind him. 
‘Wow.’ Demi shook her head. ‘I can’t believe the nereids actually attacked PET.’
Aaron leapt up.
Alec frowned. ‘Where are you going?’ 
‘To find out what’s happening. Are you coming?’
‘The soldiers won’t let us anywhere near the nereids,’ Hailey pointed out.
‘The soldier guarding the stable is gone.’ Aaron nudged his head to the PET-free stable doors. ‘We can sneak in through there and down to the nereids’ room to eavesdrop.’
‘Ooh, spying again. I love it,’ Demi said, and then sneezed.
Aaron shot her a hard look. ‘Don’t you dare sneeze or cough in there.’
Demi saluted him. ‘Yes, sir.’
Hailey, Demi, and Alec followed Aaron into the stable, where Hailey tensed, expecting a soldier to appear. But only the horses were inside. They whinnied in greeting.
‘No one make a sound,’ Aaron whispered as he paused by the doors into the hallway, peeking his head out. ‘It’s clear.’ 
They slunk towards the nereids’ room, stopping before every hallway so Aaron could peer around the corner to make sure no PET members were lurking. Hailey held her breath each time, waiting to get caught, but thankfully PET didn’t appear to be guarding the palace’s hallways at the moment. 
Ten minutes later, they reached the nereids’ room, which was at a T-intersection of hallways. Hailey and her friends hid in the hallway just to the left of the open door. They pressed themselves against the wall, the jewels and shells poking into Hailey’s back. She stayed as still as possible and listened to the voices drifting towards them.
‘We will end your lives if you do not leave our palace. You cannot make us prisoners in our own home.’
‘I already have,’ Jake retorted. ‘And I’m here to talk to Amathia, not you.’ Hailey exchanged a confused look with her friends. What’s Amathia doing down here? Hailey couldn’t imagine her helping her sisters attack PET. In fact, she couldn’t imagine her helping her sisters with anything.
‘I would like to know why I have been arrested when I was not involved in my sisters’ attack,’ Amathia’s voice asked.
‘Is this true?’
‘Yes, Colonel,’ Scar said. ‘But as she is the nereids’ leader, we assumed she’d organised it.’
‘She is not our leader,’ Nemertes spat. ‘She is a traitor.’
‘I assure you, I was not involved. I would never aid my sisters in harming anyone.’
‘Let her go,’ Jake ordered. ‘And next time, ask me before assuming someone guilty and arresting them.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘There is another matter I would like to discuss with you, Amathia. I’m giving you one last chance to let us past that barrier.’
‘Is your Hecate running out of spells?’ Amathia inquired, an edge of ridicule to her voice.
‘I’m giving you three days,’ Jake informed her. ‘If you don’t let us through the barrier in that time, I will blow up the palace and see what artefacts I can dig from the remains.’ 
‘I see.’ Amathia’s voice was even, not giving away the slightest inkling of fear or concern. ‘Thank you for the warning.’
Someone cleared their throat. Hailey’s head snapped around. A female soldier with jet black hair stood in the hallway. ‘Sir, you might want to have a look at this.’
Busted.
Jake marched from the room, his eyes widening with surprise for a second before focusing on Aaron. ‘Really, Aaron? I thought I taught you how to be stealthier than this. Obviously, you weren’t paying attention or you wouldn’t have been caught.’
‘I was more interested in hearing what you said to Amathia than staying hidden,’ Aaron retorted. ‘You can’t blow up the palace. This is a school now.’
‘I have orders to do whatever it takes to accomplish my mission.’
A muscle tightened in Aaron’s neck. ‘The palace isn’t yours. You can’t just come in and claim it. It belongs to Amathia.’
‘No, it doesn’t. Everything in this world belongs to humans now—including this palace. I don’t know why you care so much, considering you helped me take it.’
‘And I regret it. I like it here. This is a great school. You can’t take it away!’
‘You shouldn’t even be here. You’re an Other. This school is meant for those with god powers.’
Aaron flinched. ‘I see. I always knew you hated that I was an Other. That you were disappointed in me for not being an Ares like you. That’s the whole reason I did this. To show you I’m just as strong and capable as anyone with a god power. I betrayed my friends to make you proud and still all you see me as is a filthy Other. You know what, Dad. I’m done trying to make you proud. You can go to Tartarus for all I care.’ Aaron’s footsteps echoed down the hallway as he stormed off. 
‘Aaron, wait,’ Jake called, taking a step to follow after his son. 
Demi moved in front of him, blocking his path, and shook her head in disgust. ‘He deserves so much better than you.’ She stormed off too.
Hailey was lost for words. How could somebody be disappointed in their kid for being a Unique? Aaron’s betrayal was starting to make a lot more sense. 
Jake turned to Alec, who still had his back pressed against the wall, almost as if he were trying to melt into it. ‘Will you talk to him for me? Tell him I didn’t mean anything by what I said.’
‘I… um… I.’ Alec swallowed, gulping down his fear, and straightened from the wall. ‘No. You can tell him yourself. Come on, Hailey.’
They both retreated down the hallway and back into the grounds, where Demi stood with her hands on her hips by the palace’s entrance. Hailey followed her gaze, spotting Aaron sprinting around the edge of the grounds. 
‘Aaron, come back here,’ Demi shouted as he ran into the back of the grounds, vanishing out of sight. ‘You can’t outrun your problems.’
‘What’s going on?’ Jayden asked, jogging over to them from where he’d been sitting down with Cady a few yards away.
‘Aaron had a fight with his dad,’ Hailey explained.
‘And we also learned Jake is planning on blowing up the palace if he doesn’t get what he wants,’ Alec added.
‘What?!’
‘Yeah,’ Demi said. ‘We might have to do something about stopping that. Aaron, get over here. Now!’ Demi yelled as soon as he reappeared from the back of the palace.
Reluctantly, Aaron jogged over, panting. ‘What?’
‘Are you okay?’ Hailey asked.
He swiped away the sweat dripping down his face. ‘My dad just told me he hates me for being an Other. So no, not really.’
‘Screw your dad,’ Demi said. ‘He’s a jerk. I don’t know why you want to be like him.’
‘Yeah, Demi makes a good point,’ Alec agreed.
‘I’m done with him,’ Aaron declared, kicking a pearl; it skittered across the diamond ground and plopped into the water, sinking out of sight. ‘I don’t care what he thinks anymore.’ He sprinted off, starting to do laps around the palace again. 
Demi sneezed. ‘Ugh, I hate getting sick.’
‘I think you should lie down,’ Hailey suggested. ‘You’re starting to look a little pale.’
‘Maybe I’ll get Kora to heal me.’
‘No.’ Jayden’s voice was stern. ‘You know Asclepiuses aren’t meant to heal things as simple as colds, because it weakens the immune system. You need to get over this yourself.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Sometimes I wonder why we’re friends.’
‘Because secretly you like that I don’t let you get away with things.’ Jayden grinned and threw an arm around her shoulders. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you back to the common room.’
‘Fine,’ Demi conceded, letting Jayden steer her into the palace.
‘So what are we going to do?’ Alec asked Hailey.
‘About Aaron?’ Hailey watched him loop around the grounds. She didn’t think there was much they could do. Aaron’s relationship with his dad was something he had to work out himself. 
‘No, about his dad planning to destroy the palace. We can’t let him blow it up. It’s a piece of history.’
‘What can we do? There’s five of us and a team of them—and they all have guns.’ Hailey would have loved nothing more than to send Jake and his team away on a tornado, but she was pretty certain they’d shoot her before she even managed to conjure enough wind to sway the trees. 
Alec rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t know. Maybe we can talk to Amathia. See if she has a plan. Or try to convince her to give them what they want—access past the barrier. If the trident isn’t here, then she has nothing to worry about.’ 
Hailey watched Aaron sprint from behind the palace, following the edge of the grounds. He clearly didn’t want to talk right now. And someone needed to save this palace. ‘Okay, let’s find Amathia.’ 
Sneaking down to Amathia’s classroom was easy, since Scar hadn’t returned to his post at the stable doors. 
‘I hope she’s inside.’ Alec reached a fist up, rapping against the mother-of-pearl door.
‘Enter.’ Amathia’s voice was crisp.
Hailey and Alec exchanged an unsure glance. Amathia sounded angry, and that wasn’t something they were used to. But Hailey supposed she had a right to be when someone was threatening to blow up the school she’d worked so hard to create, not to mention her home.
Hailey pushed into the room. Amathia sat behind her desk, glaring towards the door with venom-filled eyes so similar to Nemertes’s that Hailey took a step back. Her harsh features melted when she saw Hailey and Alec—clearly she’d been expecting Jake. ‘Hailey? Alec? What brings you to my classroom?’
‘Um, we kind of overheard what happened just before with your sisters and Jake,’ Hailey admitted, moving towards Amathia’s desk.
Amathia arched an eyebrow. ‘Eavesdropping, were we?’
‘No,’ Hailey said. ‘Okay, maybe. We just wanted to know what was happening.’
‘Well, as you heard, I was given an ultimatum.’
‘We want to help save the school.’ Alec pressed his hands against Amathia’s polished-coral desk.
‘That is very kind of you. But not your responsibility.’
‘But I can help.’ Alec glanced over his shoulder, checking to make sure they were still alone, before lowering his voice and saying, ‘My dad has a watwdaom atpkonaskdao.’ 
Curiosity sparkled in Amathia’s eyes. ‘A memory extractor?’ 
‘Yes. We can use it to take away PET’s memories of the palace and their mission. They’ll forget it ever existed.’ 
‘What are you talking about, Alec?’ Hailey frowned. ‘I remember your dad showing us the memory extractor, but it was just a replica. Do you think he can borrow the real one from the museum?’ It would solve all their problems; she couldn’t believe she’d never thought of it before. 
‘It’s not a replica.’ Alec lowered his voice even more. ‘Nothing in our house is a replica. The replicas are in the museums. My dad protects the real relics so if anyone tries to steal from a museum, they’ll end up with a fake.’
‘Seriously? Why are you only suggesting this now? We could have used that memory extractor to get rid of PET when they first showed up.’ 
‘Shh,’ Alec hissed. ‘It’s top secret. Only my dad and some people high up in the TripleAS know about it—I’m not even supposed to know.’ 
‘That is very kind of you to offer, Alec,’ Amathia said. ‘But a watwdaom atpkonaskdao should only be used in the direst of circumstances. Memories make up a person. When you take away memories, you steal parts of the person they have become.’
‘But you’d only need to take the memories about Poseidon’s palace,’ Alec argued. ‘It wouldn’t change PET that much.’
‘Maybe not,’ Amathia mused. ‘But Aaron aided his father with gathering information about the palace. If you took Colonel Wynton’s memories away, he would forget that, and any relationship developments between him and his son would be forgotten as well.’
‘But isn’t it worth it if it saves the palace?’ Hailey argued. And from what she’d seen, Aaron and Jake definitely didn’t have a strong relationship. ‘And Aaron wants his dad gone too.’
Amathia tapped a finger against the blue glass teardrop hanging around her neck. ‘Thank you for bringing me this information. I’ll take it under consideration.’
Why is Amathia giving up the perfect chance to get rid of PET? ‘Do you have another plan?’ 
‘Unleash my sisters on them.’
Hailey’s eyes widened. The nereids would kill PET. 
An amused smile broke over Amathia’s face. ‘I only jest. I will do everything in my power to ensure the palace stays intact.’
Thank the Tyches Amathia isn’t slipping to the dark side.
Alec straightened. ‘Why don’t you just give them what they want? Let them through the barrier.’
‘Because it is there for a reason,’ Amathia said simply.
‘What’s on the other side?’ Alec inquired. ‘Poseidon’s trident?’
‘It’s better for everyone to remain oblivious. There are some things in this world that no one should ever have. Such as that wand you discovered last year. Power changes people.’ Amathia smoothed out her dress and stood up. ‘Now, I think you best return to your common room before someone discovers you roaming the palace. And do not fear, I will protect this school. With my life, if I must.’
Hailey left Amathia’s classroom feeling no better than when she’d walked in. Amathia made it sound as though her only plan was to refuse to leave. She wondered if PET would even care about the nereids’ lives enough to not blow them up with the palace.
‘What if we hid the travelling necklaces?’ Alec broke the silence as they headed back down the hallway to the stable.
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘What?’
‘If we hide the travelling necklaces, then PET can’t send us home.’
‘And they can’t destroy the palace if we’re still here.’ Hailey finished his thought, coming to a stop in the hallway to face him. ‘Alec, that’s brilliant!’ PET might not care about the lives of a few nereids, but there was no way they’d blow the students up. ‘But what if they have their own travelling necklaces? They could use them to get more back up.’
‘Their necklaces wouldn’t work here. The palace is protected by a spell that blocks anyone from using a foreign travelling necklace to get in. It’s the same for leaving the palace. Only the school’s travelling necklaces will work, because they’re specially designed to bypass the protective spell.’
‘Well that’s good,’ Hailey said, and then her heart sank as she realised the massive hole in their plan. ‘It won’t work. Not with Hart here. She can open a portal back to land and force everyone through.’
‘We’ll battle that minotaur when we cross it. Right now we need to get the travelling necklaces from the teachers.’
Hailey stared at Alec, suddenly realising how strange it was to hear him talking like this. 
‘Why are you looking at me like that?’
‘It’s just you’re normally the one who wants to avoid getting involved in things. And now you want to go after PET.’
‘Poseidon’s palace is a piece of history.’ He traced a finger over the jewels and seashells embedded in the crystal wall. ‘I can’t stand by and let someone blow it up. Now come on, let’s go see Madam Grayson.’
‘You’ll have to go and see her,’ Alec told Hailey as they came to a stop in front of the girls’ dormitories in their common room. ‘The soldier won’t let me in.’
‘I’ll be right back.’ Hailey disappeared through the door. She shot an uneasy glance at the soldier standing a few feet from her, just in front of the door to the common room, before knocking on the first door on the left. Please let this work. Please don’t let the soldier stop me.
The door opened a second later. Madam Grayson smiled at her. ‘Hailey, what can I do for you?’ 
‘I need to talk to you about something—private,’ she added with a sideways glance at the soldier.
‘Come in.’ 
Hailey walked into her overseer’s dorm, which had the usual double bed, along with a mother-of-pearl chest of drawers, and a polished-coral desk, which was stacked high with what looked like students’ essays. A coral bookcase stretched across the wall opposite her bed, cluttered with giant tomes similar to the ones Alec’s dad kept hidden under the floorboards in his library. The whole place smelled like ink and leather. 
The door clicked shut behind her.
‘What do you want to talk about?’
Hailey fiddled with her necklace and wondered if this was a good idea. Would Madam Grayson simply hand the necklaces to her just because she asked? And if she did, how was Hailey meant to sneak them out? The soldier would see her and confiscate them. Plus she’d have to get the travelling necklaces from all the other overseers too. Maybe she and Alec should have thought the plan through more.
‘Hailey, what’s wrong?’
Hailey couldn’t back out now. She had to at least get Madam Grayson to agree to give her the necklaces. She and her friends could figure the rest out later. ‘Um, I came from Amathia and she said Jake is planning to blow up the palace if she doesn’t give him what he wants.’
Madam Grayson’s eyes widened. ‘What? Why would she tell you that? She hasn’t told the teachers anything. I need to see her.’
‘Wait.’ Hailey darted in front of the door before Madam Grayson could rush out. ‘Alec has a plan.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘If we hide the travelling necklaces then PET can’t evacuate the school, which means they can’t blow it up.’
Madam Grayson shook her head. ‘Hailey, I don’t want you or your friends getting involved in this. These soldiers are dangerous. If you interfere with their plans who knows what they’ll do.’
‘It’s the only way. I don’t care about the risk. This palace is my home. I won’t let them destroy it. Now, please, can I have the necklaces?’
‘Even if I did agree to your plan, I couldn’t help you. Colonel Wynton confiscated the travelling necklaces after the takeover. He didn’t want to risk us sneaking away to get help.’
Medusa! Jake was one step ahead of them. How would she and her friends get the necklaces from him?
Madam Grayson placed her hands on Hailey’s shoulders, her eyes serious. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything stupid, Hailey. Promise me you’ll stay out of it.’
‘I’d be lying if I did.’ 
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The Plan
A letter materialised on Hailey’s desk, dragging her out of bed. She dropped into her clamshell chair and tore the envelope open, expecting to see her mum’s handwriting. 
Hailey and Demi,
Alec filled me in on what’s happening. This was the only way I could think to come up with a plan without PET catching us. My dad let me keep my stamps, since my mum knows what’s happening. I’ve put one into this envelope so you can send me a response. 
This is what I’m thinking…
Hailey read through Aaron’s plan. A lot could go wrong, but she didn’t exactly have a better idea, and they were running out of time to do something. She prayed the Tyches of the world would be on their side today and wrote Aaron a letter back saying her and Demi would meet him in an hour with his requested supplies.
‘What’s going on?’ Demi yawned as Hailey pressed a stamp onto her letter; it vanished in an instant. 
‘A lot. Feeling better?’
‘A little, I guess.’ Demi sniffed. ‘So what’s happening?’
Hailey explained everything. 
‘Wow, you miss a lot when you’re sick.’ Demi yawned again and swung her legs over the edge of her bed.
‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’
‘You are so not leaving me out.’ 
‘Okay, you get dressed and then find Kallie. I’ll get the other stuff.’ 
Hailey grabbed a white sock from her chest of drawers before knocking on the joining door. 
‘Come in.’
Hailey pushed into Kora and Tahlia’s room. Both of them were lounging on their beds, painting their nails. 
‘Want a manicure?’ Kora held up the hot pink nail polish she’d painted her nails with.
‘Maybe later. I’m actually here because I need your help, Tahlia.’
Tahlia placed her violet nail polish on her clamshell nightstand. ‘With what?’
Hailey held up the sock. ‘Any chance you can fill this with sleep dust?’ 
Hailey reconvened with Demi, Jayden, Alec, and Aaron on the second-floor staircase—the only staircase that didn’t have a soldier guarding it. 
‘Did you get it?’ Aaron asked Hailey.
She pulled the sock out of her pocket, tiny specks of gold sparkling like glitter all over it. ‘Yep.’
‘And Kallie?’ Aaron asked Demi.
Demi shook her head. ‘Elora said she went into a parallel world an hour ago. I told her to let Kallie know what she needs to do.’
‘What happens if she’s not back in time?’ Alec glanced up the stairs, looking as if he was considering abandoning the entire plan and running back to the common room to hide under his bed.
‘We’ll battle that minotaur when we cross it,’ Aaron said. ‘Let’s get through phase one of the plan first.’ Aaron started up the stairs.
Jayden stayed close behind him. ‘Where are we going exactly?’ 
‘The sixth floor.’ Aaron took two steps at a time. ‘It’s where the teachers who aren’t overseers stay. When my dad came in with his team, he kicked the teachers out and made it PET’s base camp—he even put a spell around it so no one can materialise in.’
‘So where are the teachers?’ Hailey asked as they passed the fourth floor. 
‘A few of them are in spare rooms, but I think some of them are sleeping in their classrooms.’
‘That’s – awful,’ Demi puffed. ‘Your dad really – sucks.’
‘Shh,’ Aaron hissed, coming to a stop as they passed the fifth floor. ‘They’ll be soldiers on the landing.’ He turned to Hailey, ‘Can I have some dust?’
Hailey tipped gold dust into Aaron’s hand, being careful not to let any flecks fly out. The mission would be a giant failure if they accidentally inhaled sleep dust and passed out.
Aaron closed his hand over the dust, and they continued up the staircase, this time slower. Hailey tensed when she spotted Scar blocking the off-shoot staircase to the sixth floor. 
‘Whoa, you’re not allowed up here.’ Scar held out a hand to keep them from coming any closer, while his other one hovered beside the gun strapped over his shoulder. ‘Not even you, Aaron.’
‘Well, that doesn’t work for me.’ Aaron chucked the dust at Scar, hitting him directly in the face. 
Scar’s hand whipped to his gun. But he never got a chance to raise it. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he stumbled backwards, tripping on the step behind him and crashing down, his gun clattering helplessly beside him. 
‘Tahlia said the dust loses potency when it’s not fresh,’ Hailey warned Aaron. 
‘Then we’ll have to move quickly.’ Aaron held out his palm and Hailey refilled it. ‘Alec, can you grab the body. We don’t want anyone coming up here and seeing it.’
‘Um, okay.’ 
They edged up the stairs again. Hailey chewed her lip; she couldn’t help thinking about what would happen if something went wrong. Like a soldier attacked them before they had a chance to throw the dust. If that happened, then everything would be lost. They wouldn’t get a second chance, and they’d get shipped back home, never to return to Poseidon’s Academy. 
‘Okay, be ready,’ Aaron instructed, his voice barely audible.
Hailey grabbed some dust from the sock, and together she and Aaron crept onto the landing, where two soldiers stood on either side of the stairs. The soldiers’ eyes flared with surprise, giving Hailey enough time to throw dust at the one closest to her. She reached for his arm as he fell backwards, but it slipped from her grip and his head slammed against the ground.
‘Sorry,’ Hailey told his unconscious body, not envying the headache he’d have when he woke up.
‘Nice work,’ Demi remarked, coming up with Jayden and Alec as Aaron lowered Hart—the second soldier—to the ground.
Hailey repressed a chuckle when she saw Alec holding Scar—who was ten times Alec’s size—over his shoulder.
‘Well, this is cosy.’ Demi’s eyes flicked around the common room, which was half the size of their own. Sofas and armchairs were spread around a fireplace, and a coral bookcase rested against the back wall. ‘Let’s see what’s behind door number one.’ She bounded towards the door on the right.
‘Demi, wait,’ Aaron yelled in a whisper.
Demi pushed the door open. ‘Uh oh.’ She stumbled backwards.
A soldier stomped into the common room, glowering at Demi before his eyes shot to Hailey and her friends and then settled on the unconscious soldiers. A fireball ignited in his hand. ‘Place your hands behind your heads,’ he ordered in a Scottish accent. ‘Now.’
‘I don’t think so.’ Demi dropped to the floor and kicked her leg out. 
The soldier tripped backwards. The fireball flew from his hand, singeing the pearl floor before puffing into smoke. 
‘Ahh!’ Demi cried when the soldier grabbed her leg. She tried to kick him away. ‘Let me go.’
The soldier sat up, his grip tightening on Demi’s squirming leg. Another fireball materialised in his other hand. ‘Hands behind your heads, or I give her a scorched haircut.’
‘Not my hair!’
‘Okay, we surrender.’ Jayden placed his hands behind his head; Alec followed his example. 
Aaron’s eyes flicked to Hailey, and then shifted, for the briefest second, to the sock in her hand. ‘Yeah, we surrender.’ He interlocked his fingers on top of his head. 
Hailey’s heart hammered in her chest as she reached her hands up and prayed to the Tyches that what she was about to do would work—and that Demi’s hair would be saved too.
‘Smart.’ The soldier crushed the fireball, a tiny wisp of smoke escaping from between his fingers. He kept his grip on Demi’s ankle and lifted his wrist towards his mouth, preparing to speak into his watch. 
Hailey lunged. The soldier’s eyes widened for a split second before his face hardened and he drew his hand back. Hailey emptied the sock over him before he had a chance to conjure another fireball. He swiped at the stream of gold dust swarming him before smacking back on the floor.
‘Phew, that was close.’ Demi pulled her leg free from the soldier’s lax hand and climbed to her feet. 
‘And that’s why you don’t go barging through doors.’ Aaron aimed a censorious glance at Demi, who shrugged. 
Hailey tossed the empty sock aside, it landing right beside Hart. ‘I hope that’s the last of the soldiers, because we’re out of dust.’
‘I’m sure Alec can take out any extra soldiers.’ Jayden nudged him.
Alec paled, sweat forming on his brow. ‘Me? I don’t know how to fight specially-trained operatives that probably know how to tear out someone’s throat with a plastic fork.’
‘Just kick them in the shins and you’ll be fine.’ Jayden smirked, patting him on the shoulder.
‘Don’t worry, there shouldn’t be any more,’ Aaron said, and slunk into the deserted hallway. He turned to the first door on the left, twisting the door handle. It was locked. He exchanged a tacit glance with Alec, who walked up to the door and then through it. 
Hailey tensed, waiting to hear Alec cry out on the other side. Instead, the door clicked and opened inwards. ‘Your dad likes knives,’ Alec squeaked, looking slightly shaken, as if imagining what tortures Jake would inflict on him if he caught Alec in his dorm.
‘He’s an Ares,’ Aaron said simply, moving into the room.
Hailey slipped in after him, a prickle of fear stroking her spine. Hunting knives lay scattered over Jake’s polished-coral desk, and a sword leaned against the wall beside his bed. She dreaded to think what would happen to someone that got on the wrong side of him. 
‘This is where they’ll be… I think.’ Aaron hauled a trunk out from under the bed. It had a giant padlock on it. 
Demi interlocked her fingers and stretched them forward, her knuckles cracking. ‘I think I can pick a lock.’ 
‘No.’ Aaron held a hand out to stop her. ‘Alec can break it.’
Demi pouted. ‘Fine. But I feel like I haven’t done anything fun.’
‘You tripped that guard,’ Hailey reminded her. 
‘Oh yeah.’
Alec wrapped his fingers around the lock and yanked. It groaned before snapping free. He tossed it onto Jake’s bed and opened the chest. ‘Yep, this is it.’
Hailey peered over his shoulder. The chest contained five smaller wooden chests, which she recognised as the ones the school kept the travelling necklaces in. Scattered around them were neutralising bracelets. Blue skies. 
‘Here.’ Aaron thrust a chest at each of them and grabbed a neutralising bracelet. ‘Let’s go before someone wakes up.’
They piled back into the common room, where the four soldiers remained unconscious. Aaron strode towards Hart, slipping the neutralising bracelet over her wrist, where it tightened against her skin. 
‘I don’t get it.’ Demi frowned. ‘Won’t she be able to pull the bracelet off since only a teacher can set the release timer?’
‘All setting a timer does is make the neutralising bracelet impossible to take off until the timer ends,’ Alec explained. ‘Without a timer, the bracelet will still neutralise someone’s powers, but a teacher can tell the bracelet to release at any time.’
‘And who’s to say a teacher won’t?’ Demi set her chest of travelling necklaces on the ground.
‘We have to hope none do.’ Aaron straightened. ‘I doubt they’ll do anything to help PET.’
‘Kallie’s still not here.’ Hailey pointed out the obvious and shot an apprehensive glance to the soldiers, who were starting to twitch. 
A conch shell bellowed.
‘What’s that?’ Demi grabbed her chest of travelling necklaces. ‘Is that an alarm? Do they know what we’ve done?’
‘I’m going to jail.’ Alec started pacing. ‘I can’t go to jail.’
‘It’s okay,’ Jayden said. ‘I bet this is Jake’s way of summoning the whole school together so he can send everyone home.’
‘They’ll notice if these soldiers don’t show up.’ Aaron nudged Hart with his shoe. ‘We need a Plan B.’
‘I’m here. I’m here.’
Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when Kallie came up the stairs with Elora. ‘Wow, you actually did it.’
‘We don’t have a lot of time,’ Aaron said. 
‘Okay.’ Kallie drew her hands apart, a sphere of light glowing between her palms. She threw it forward, the sphere exploding into a vortex of swirling colours. 
‘Here.’ Aaron snatched Jayden and Alec’s chests, balancing them on his own before handing them to Kallie, while Hailey handed her and Demi’s chests to Elora.
‘Don’t worry, they’ll never think to look in a parallel world for them,’ Kallie said, and stepped into the vortex of swirling lights with Elora, the portal blinking from existence a heartbeat later. 
‘Hey, what are you doing?’ Scar staggered to his feet, swaying a little. ‘Stay right there.’ He lifted his watch to his mouth. 
Alec sprang forward and kicked him in the shin. Scar howled and hit the ground. 
‘Alec, what did you do?’ Jayden exclaimed.
‘You said to kick any soldiers that appeared in the shins.’
‘I was kidding.’
Aaron plucked a vial off the howling soldier’s utility belt, ripping the cork lid from it and throwing the gold liquid inside into Scar’s face. He dropped like a boulder, crashing beside a sofa. ‘It’s a sedative potion.’ Aaron tossed the vial aside, it rolling under an armchair. ‘Every soldier has to carry one in case they have to knock someone out.’
Demi clucked her tongue. ‘I think you broke his shin.’
Hailey was pretty sure Alec had, too, judging by the purple shade of Scar’s skin.
Alec looked ready to faint. ‘I’m sorry. I thought that’s what I was meant to do.’
‘It’s okay,’ Jayden said. ‘Madam Mendem can heal him. Come on, let’s get to the main hall.’ 
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Poseidon’s Dungeon
The main hall was packed. Thankfully, Hailey and her friends managed to find seats with Hope, Kora, Tahlia, Lexa, and Tanzy about ten rows from the front of the hall. 
‘So what do you think this is about?’ Tanzy adjusted the purple ribbon in her hair. ‘Do you think they’re finally leaving?’
‘More like they’re going to try and make us leave,’ Hailey said, assuming Jake had decided to go through with his blow-up-the-palace threat. She smirked, imagining his face when he discovered the necklaces were gone.
‘What?’ Kora, Tahlia, Lexa, and Tanzy exclaimed in unison.
‘Don’t worry, we made sure they can’t kick us out.’ Demi winked.
‘Silence,’ Jake’s voice boomed over the chatter, which cut off in an instant as the students’ heads snapped to the front of the hall. ‘I have summoned you here to inform you that you need to pack your belongings and prepare for departure back home tomorrow. Poseidon’s Academy is being shut down indefinitely.’ 
The reaction was mixed. Half the students’ jaws dropped, and the other half looked murderous as they yelled out protests: ‘You can’t do that!’, ‘We’re not leaving!’
‘This is terrible.’ Kora looked ready to cry. ‘I don’t want to leave.’
‘Me neither,’ Tahlia agreed. 
Hope hugged her arms. ‘This wasn’t meant to happen.’
‘It’s okay, you won’t get tossed into the street,’ Hailey assured her. ‘You’ll get to stay here.’
‘Yeah, I told you, we took care of it.’ Demi leaned lazily back in her chair.
Lexa raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘SILENCE!’ Jake boomed out again, and reluctantly the students stopped talking. ‘If anyone attempts to disobey me, they will spend the night in the dungeon.’
‘Dungeon?’ Demi frowned. ‘I didn’t know we had a dungeon. How cool is that? I wonder where it is?’
‘Uh oh.’ Alec slumped down in his chair, attempting to hide under the table.
Two soldiers stormed towards Jake. Hailey’s stomach clenched. One was Hart, and the other was the soldier Hailey had knocked out. She wondered what would happen to her and her friends. Dorm arrest?

The soldiers spoke quietly to Jake; his jaw tightened and his hands balled into fists at his sides. Hart held up her arm, showing Jake the neutralising bracelet. His face turned red, and he whipped around to the teachers’ table, his eyes narrowing in on Amathia. ‘Where are the necklaces?’
Amathia’s face remained impassive. ‘Necklaces?’
‘The travelling necklaces,’ he repeated through clenched teeth.
‘I believe you confiscated them when you first arrived.’
Jake slammed his fist on the table, the plates and cutlery jumping. ‘They’ve been stolen. WHERE ARE THEY?’
‘I honestly don’t know what you’re speaking of.’
‘Fine,’ he growled. ‘Amathia, I am placing you under arrest until you reveal the necklaces’ location.’
The hall gasped in unison.
Aaron leapt up. ‘She didn’t do anything. I took the necklaces.’
Jake glowered at him. ‘I’m aware of your and your friends’ involvement. But I’m sure Amathia ordered you to do it.’
‘No, she didn’t.’ Hailey’s chair clattered to the pearl floor as she shot to her feet. ‘We came up with the plan on our own.’
‘This is an example of what will happen to anyone who defies me,’ Jake informed the hall before flicking his eyes to the soldiers patrolling the rows of tables. ‘Arrest them.’
Six soldiers surrounded Hailey’s table within three seconds. ‘Hands behind your heads,’ Scorpion ordered.
Hailey interlocked her hands behind her head. What will happen to us? Her mouth turned dry and her hands trembled at the thought of Jake torturing the truth out of them with his hunting knives. Can he do that? Would he do that?
‘I asked them to do it.’ Madam Grayson rose from the teachers’ table. ‘Amathia wasn’t involved, and those five students shouldn’t be punished. It was all me.’
‘She’s lying.’ Aaron’s hands rested on the top of his head. ‘It was our choice.’
‘Enough!’ Jake bellowed. ‘Everyone who claims they were involved is officially under arrest. The rest of you remain seated while I deal with this situation.’
‘Move,’ Scorpion barked.
‘Why are they arresting the Zeus?’, ‘What do you think they did?’, ‘Are they really taking them to a dungeon?’. The students’ whispers and wide-eyed stares followed Hailey and her friends as the soldiers marched them from the main hall. They stopped in the entryway, bedside the glass statue of Poseidon, where they waited for Amathia, Madam Grayson, and Jake.
‘Dad, let them go.’ Aaron dropped his hands from his head. ‘It was all me.’
Jake ignored him. ‘Let’s move.’ He led the way through the left archway, and they obediently followed, surrounded by a posse of guards.
Where is he taking us? Was he serious about there being a dungeon? Please let that have been a scare tactic. Hailey’s stomach unclenched when the soldiers ushered them into Poseidon’s stable. She’d happily accept being locked up with the horses. 
Jake stomped to the centre of the stable, where he nudged some dried seaweed away with his boot, revealing a crystal hatch.
Demi’s eyes lit up. ‘Cool! A secret door.’
Jake threw open the hatch, the door clinking against the pearl floor, and glared back at Hailey and her fellow prisoners. ‘Down you go.’
Amathia glided in front of Hailey and her friends. ‘Colonel, please, I beg you to release the children.’
‘I will, if they tell me where the necklaces are.’
‘No.’ Aaron set his jaw. ‘We won’t let you destroy the palace.’
‘Then down you go.’
The soldiers pushed the tips of their guns into Hailey and her friends’ backs, driving them forward. Amathia descended the stairs first, and then Madam Grayson. Aaron moved to go next, but his dad put a hand out to stop him. ‘You have no idea how much you’ve disappointed me.’
‘I don’t care.’ Aaron shoved past him and disappeared down the stairs.
Hailey didn’t move. She didn’t want to go into the dungeon, especially when the hatch reminded her of the one Hades had pushed her and her friends down, where they’d been trapped in darkness with water to their waists. She shivered and took a step back.
A soldier shoved her from behind. ‘Wrong way.’
Hailey stumbled forward and gazed down the hatch to the crystal staircase, which descended into a room cast in a blue glow. Her pulse quickened. ‘Please don’t make me go down there.’
‘Okay,’ Jake agreed. ‘But first you have to tell me where you hid the necklaces.’
‘I can’t.’ Be brave, Hailey told herself and clutched her heart pendant as she staggered onto the stairs, slowly making her way down. The light from the stable faded with every step, until a faint blue glow replaced it.
Cold swept over her when she reached the bottom and walked onto a squishy ground that reminded her of the bluish-green grass at the back of the palace. She gasped. The dungeon wasn’t like a dungeon at all, more like a tank. The walls were transparent, and the sea swirled around outside with fish darting about. 
An enormous sea-anemone grew in the room’s centre and glowed fluorescent blue, casting the room in a dim glow. Hailey spotted six figures standing at the other end of the dungeon, roughly fifteen yards away. The nereids!
‘I really don’t feel very well,’ Hailey heard Demi say from above. She sneezed. ‘See, I’m sick. Can I please be under dorm arrest?’
‘Move.’
Demi trudged down the stairs. ‘Oh. This isn’t actually that bad. It’s like an enormous fish tank.’ 
The hatch slammed shut. 
‘What were you thinking?’ Madam Grayson demanded. ‘I told you not to do anything. To leave it to us. What you did was stupid. Really stupid... but smart. Although you didn’t hear that last part from me.’
‘Leave them,’ Amathia’s voice warned. She was standing in the middle of the dungeon, with Nemertes attempting to skirt past her. 
Nemertes crossed her arms. ‘I don’t want them here.’
‘They did not ask to come here,’ Amathia retorted. ‘Leave them alone.’
‘Or what?’
‘I will banish you.’
‘The palace is not yours anymore, sister. You let the humans take it from us.’
‘I will take it back.’
Demi sneezed. ‘Ugh, being sick in a dungeon sucks.’
A nefarious smile curved Nemertes’s lips. ‘Feeling a little ill, human?’
‘Why do you care?’ Aaron snapped, stepping in front of Demi. 
‘Any suffering a human endures is good,’ she said simply, and retreated back to the other nereids.
Amathia glided over to Hailey and her friends. ‘You should not have done what you did.’
‘We saved the school,’ Demi protested.
‘And I appreciate that. But it was not your responsibility. This dungeon is not a place for children.’
Jayden shrugged. ‘We’ve stayed in worse dungeons.’
‘Still, I do not like you being down here with my sisters.’
‘They won’t attack us, will they?’ Alec glanced at the six nereids, who glared back at him. He gulped. 
‘I will not let them,’ Amathia assured him
‘Nor will I,’ Madam Grayson added. ‘Colonel Wynton can’t keep us down here for long. There’s not exactly a bathroom.’
Reluctantly, Amathia pointed to the wall adjacent to them, where a small hole had been cut out of the ground. ‘Unfortunately, there is. A force field keeps the water from flooding in.’
‘That’s not happening.’ Hailey hugged her arms. She’d hold her bladder forever if she had to.
‘That’s just gross. I’m not staying here,’ Demi declared, and raced up the stairs.
‘No!’ Amathia cried, but Demi was already banging on the hatch.
‘Let us out! This isn’t humane.’ 
The sea-anemone flared red and one of its tentacles shot out, wrapping around Demi’s ankles. Demi yelped and smashed into the staircase, clawing at the steps as the tentacle dragged her down. 
‘Demi!’ Jayden flew forward and yanked the tentacle. ‘Ah!’ He ripped his hands back. ‘It stung me.’
‘And it’s stinging my legs!’ Demi squealed, lying at the bottom of the stairs, trying to kick free. Another two tentacles shot out: one wrapped around Demi’s wrists, and the other around Jayden’s. ‘Get it off me!’
Hailey bolted forward with Aaron to help her, while Alec moved to help Jayden.
‘Stop.’ Hailey glanced back at Amathia. ‘It will tie you up as well if you help.’ 
‘This is so embarrassing. I’m a Demeter and a plant is attacking me.’ She wriggled her legs and tried to tear her wrists apart. 
‘Stop struggling,’ Madam Grayson instructed.
Jayden dropped his arms. His jaw clenched and sweat covered his brow. ‘It still stings.’ A few seconds passed before the tentacle uncurled from his wrists. 
‘Oh, thank the Tyches,’ Demi sighed when the tentacles unwound from around her and shrank back into the sea-anemone, which changed back to blue. Cough. Cough. Cough. ‘Argh, this is the worst day ever. I just want to go to bed.’
Jayden helped her up. ‘Come on, Dems. You can have a nap in the corner. The ground is nice and soft.’
‘Whatever.’ She let him pull her to her feet and walk her a few yards away, where she sank down on the ground and closed her eyes.
‘I need to check my sisters aren’t devising anything.’ Amathia headed to the other side of the dungeon. 
‘Why’d you say you told us to steal the necklaces?’ Aaron asked Madam Grayson.
‘I’m your overseer,’ Madam Grayson replied. ‘It’s my job to protect you, even when you’re guilty. Although if I’d known your father would throw you in here no matter what, I might have kept quiet.’ She smirked.
‘I’m sorry about this.’ Aaron dropped his head. ‘Again, it’s my fault.’
‘It’s not your fault,’ Alec countered. ‘It’s your dad’s. He manipulated you, and now that you are thinking for yourself, he’s punishing you.’
‘Alec’s right,’ Hailey agreed. ‘Your dad doesn’t like you not following his every command.’
Aaron shrugged. ‘I guess. But it still sucks he’s related to me. I wish he wasn’t my dad.’
‘He loves you.’ Madam Grayson put a hand on his back. ‘I could see how upset he was when he found out about the cyclops’s attack. He was so worried he wanted to enter the forest that night and look for you. We convinced him it was idiotic and to wait until morning. He stayed up all night pouring over a map, trying to figure out where you’d be.’
‘He threw me in a dungeon,’ Aaron protested. ‘How many loving parents would do that to their kid?’
‘He had to, to keep control,’ Alec explained. ‘You admitted to stealing the necklaces in front of everyone. If he’d let you get away with it, then the students would have thought PET were bluffing about the dungeon and stopped listening to them.’
‘I don’t really care.’ Aaron sank to the ground. ‘I just hope he doesn’t keep us down here long.’ 
A door slamming open ripped Hailey from her dreamless sleep. Jake was trudging down the stairs, balancing four chalices on top of four stacked plates. 
Everyone stirred awake, except Demi, who was curled into a ball in the corner, snoring softly. 
‘What do you want?’ Aaron demanded, meeting his father at the bottom of the steps.
‘All prisoners get food and water.’ Jake dropped the plates and chalices; they made a soft clatter as they hit the squishy floor. ‘You’ll have to share.’
‘Thanks,’ Jayden said, standing up from beside Demi. ‘I don’t suppose we can leave? Demi’s really sick and should be in bed.’
‘You should have thought about that before you stole the necklaces.’
‘Colonel,’ Madam Grayson snapped, her voice bordering on fury as she approached him. ‘She needs rest in her own bed. It’s freezing down here. She’ll get pneumonia.’
‘If that happens, I’ll send the nurse.’
‘This is—’
Jake cut Madam Grayson off. ‘I will let everyone go—except the nereids—if you tell me where the necklaces are. We haven’t found them yet, but we will, so it’s better if you tell me where they are now.’
‘We’re not telling you.’ Aaron crossed his arms.
‘Fine. You can rot down here.’ Jake stomped back up the stairs, slamming the hatch behind him. 
Demi jolted awake. ‘What’s happening?’ She struggled into a sitting position.
‘Food,’ Jayden said, grabbing a plate and handing it to her. 
‘Yay.’ Her voice was thick with sleep. ‘I’m thinking pancakes.’ She sneezed.
‘Definitely not,’ Madam Grayson admonished. ‘You’re sick. You need to eat something healthy.’ 
‘I was going to make them blueberry,’ Demi argued.
‘Something healthy,’ Madam Grayson repeated.
‘Fine. Chicken soup it is.’ Demi closed her eyes. Her plate curved into a bowl brimming with steaming liquid. The soup’s salty delicious scent made Hailey’s stomach grumble.
‘Here,’ Alec handed her a plate.
‘Let’s share,’ Hailey said. ‘What do you feel like?’
‘I…’ Alec’s eyes grew wide.
Hailey whipped her head around, expecting to find the nereids surrounding them. What she saw was much worse. 
A hundred-foot sea-serpent swam past the glass. A webbed-fin ran down the length of its back, and long spikes covered the end of its tail. 
‘Finally,’ Hailey heard Nemertes mutter at the other end of the dungeon.
‘Awesome!’ Demi exclaimed, rushing up to the glass and tapping on it. ‘Here, sea-serpent.’
‘Demi, stop!’ Alec begged, backing up towards the staircase. ‘We don’t want that thing anywhere near us.’ 
‘Nemertes, please don’t. They could die,’ Amathia pleaded, standing beside the glowing sea-anemone in the centre of the room.
‘I hope they do.’
‘Please,’ Amathia repeated, voice desperate.
‘Humans were meant to be food for the gods—or at least their worship was. I care nothing for them. They destroyed our world. I will gladly watch every last one of them die.’ Nemertes made a hissing sound like a snake. 
‘GET AWAY FROM THE GLASS!’ Amathia shouted. At the same time, the sea-serpent released a piercing cry, and its spiked tail swung around, smashing into the walls.
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An Icy Shock
Two walls shattered in an instant, glass spraying into the sea as a wave roared into the dungeon. At least it started to, and then it stopped, lingering in front of them like a wall of water. 
‘I can’t hold it back for long.’ Jayden’s arms were extended towards the wave, but they were drooping inch by inch. ‘It’s too strong.’ 
‘Time to die, little humans,’ Nemertes sung, grinning at the right wall where long cracks were snaking their way down the glass. 
‘Swim for the school,’ Madam Grayson instructed them, right before the glass imploded and the ground fell.
Hailey sucked in a breath before the icy water swarmed her. The cold was intense, and felt like thousands of daggers burrowing into her skin. Her muscles tightened, screaming with pain. She glimpsed Nemertes for a single second, a wicked smile on her face, before she became a blur in the water, swimming away with the other evil nereids. Amathia grabbed Alec’s wrist and vanished out of sight too. 
Hailey looked to see where her friends were. Demi and Jayden were already swimming upwards, and so was Madam Grayson. Aaron wasn’t far behind them. And to Hailey’s relief, the sea-serpent was slithering down, returning to the darkened depths below.
Hailey fought through the pain in her legs and kicked herself upwards. She managed to move all of two feet before something stung her ankle. She stared down, expecting to see the sea-monster she’d spent all of last year dreaming about. But it wasn’t a spiky tentacle grabbing her. It was a red tentacle from the giant sea-anemone, which was sinking towards the bottom of the sea, dragging Hailey with it. 
She reached down to pull herself free. Ah! she screamed in her head, the tentacle stinging her like a jellyfish the second she touched it. Hailey didn’t want to risk another tentacle wrapping around her hands, so she decided to swim with the damn thing attached. Her lungs burned and she knew she didn’t have much time before they forced her to inhale.
Adrenaline washed away Hailey’s pain and fired up her muscles. She launched up. Or tried to. But the stupid sea-anemone was still dragging her down. GET OFF ME! she screamed in her head, kicking furiously, feeling like she had a sack of stones attached to her ankle. A hand touched her wrist. She looked up at Aaron. He brought his hands up and then dropped them to his sides as he mouthed relax.
Relax? Is he insane? A freaking sea-anemone was drowning her, and she had about twenty seconds of air left, which was definitely not enough to get her to the palace.
Aaron acted out the moves again, but added a NOW!
Fine. Hailey forced her legs to stop kicking. Her brain screamed at her to move. To swim for air. But she fought her instincts and stayed still, trying not to think about the intensifying burning in her lungs.
It felt as if centuries passed before the sea-anemone released her ankle, its heavy weight no longer dragging her down. Aaron grabbed her arm and kicked, pulling her up. She kicked her legs, too, and willed her lungs to hold on a little more, to give her just a little extra time to reach the school. But the school was at least thirty feet away. No way could she make it. She didn’t even think Aaron could. 
But she kept kicking. And then two things happened at once: her lungs surrendered, forcing her to inhale icy water; and Amathia appeared, her gown flowing gracefully around her in the water, sparkling like fish scales. Aaron’s grip tightened on Hailey’s wrist, and he reached his other hand to Amathia. 
The sea blurred around her as she shot through it like a torpedo, and suddenly she was being yanked into the grounds and coughing up water. She heard Aaron’s sharp inhale of breath beside her.
Hailey gasped for air the first chance she got. It took a few more breaths before her lungs stopped burning. She hugged her arms tightly as her teeth chattered. 
‘You need to get to a warm bath.’ Not a single drop of water clung to Amathia. ‘The others are already in the bathing rooms.’ 
‘Aaron! Aaron, are you all right?’ Jake was sprinting towards them.
Aaron ignored him and helped Hailey up. 
‘Aaron, talk to me.’
‘Ge-e-e-t awa-a-a-a-y fro-o-om-m me-e.’ Aaron shoved his dad back. ‘C-c-come o-o-o-n, Ha-a-aile-e-y.’ 
***
Hailey and Demi walked towards their dorm, successfully having fought off hypothermia—not to mention frostbite—thanks to a Hecate potion added to their bath water. Hailey was getting a little tired of almost drowning, but as long as she never actually drowned, she supposed she could live with it.
Considering what they’d been through—and the fact there was no longer a dungeon—Jake had “un-arrested” them. 
‘Ah, home sweet home,’ Demi said, throwing their dorm door open. 
They took a single step inside before Kora launched off Demi’s bed and pulled Hailey and Demi into a group hug. ‘You’re alive and out of jail!’ She squeezed them tighter before releasing them.
‘I’m glad you’re okay.’ Hope stood up from Hailey’s bed with Tahlia. 
‘We were so worried when we heard about Amathia dragging you from the sea half-dead,’ Tahlia said. 
‘So did a sea-monster really attack you?’ Curiosity sparkled in Kora’s blue eyes. 
‘Yeah.’ Demi settled down on her bed. ‘It was awesome—except for the whole nearly dying part.’ 
‘The nereids summoned it,’ Hailey added, sitting at Demi’s desk. 
‘Really?’ Hope frowned. ‘Why would they do that?’
‘Because they wanted to get out and didn’t care if a few humans died as a result.’ Hailey’s voice was bitter. This wasn’t the first time they’d tried to kill her.
‘I didn’t know they could talk to sea-monsters.’ Kora scratched her head. ‘But I guess it makes sense if dryads can talk to land monsters.’ 
Tahlia leaned against Hailey’s desk. ‘What was the dungeon like?’ 
‘Kind of pretty.’ Demi sneezed. ‘It was like a really big fish tank. Boring though.’
‘So where’d you hide the necklaces?’ Hope asked.
‘We—’
‘We don’t want to say.’ Hailey cut Demi off before she could give away their secret. Hurt flashed in Hope’s eyes. ‘It’s not that we don’t trust you,’ Hailey quickly said. ‘It’s just that Aaron’s dad is kind of like a spy, so he probably bugged our dorm.’
‘Good thinking,’ Kora said. ‘Well, I’m glad you did it. I never want to leave this place.’ 
Cough. Cough. Achoo! Demi sniffed and wiped the back of her hand across her nose. 
‘Are you okay?’ Hope asked. 
‘Yeah.’ Demi cleared her throat. ‘It’s just a stupid cold.’
‘I can heal you,’ Kora offered, moving towards her. 
‘Nah.’ Demi waved her off. ‘Apparently I’m meant to let my immune system get stronger by defeating this thing on my own or something.’ Demi yawned. ‘I think it’s nap time.’
‘We’ll go,’ Tahlia said. ‘We’re next door if you need anything.’
‘Glad you’re not dead,’ Kora added before they disappeared back into their dorm.
‘Do you need anything?’ Hope asked Demi. ‘I could get you some food, or something to drink?’
‘Thanks, but I’m fine. I just want to sleep.’ She rolled onto her side.
‘I guess I should go too. I hope you feel better soon, Demi.’ The door clicked shut behind Hope. 
Hailey walked over to her own bed and collapsed. What a day. She’d invaded PET’s headquarters, stolen the travelling necklaces, been imprisoned, been attacked by a sea-serpent, and had almost drowned. She hated those damn nereids for almost getting her and her friends killed, but she didn’t expect any less from them. 
They were pure evil, after all, and Hailey was well aware they desperately wanted to get rid of every student in the palace. She supposed she’d ruined those plans by stealing the necklaces, which gave her some satisfaction. Apparently, the nereids had come back through the force field after smashing the glass—at least that’s what she’d overheard the students talking about in the common room. 
Hailey wasn’t sure why they hadn’t just run away. She guessed it was because they wanted to get rid of PET and wouldn’t abandon their home to them. Hailey sighed. Please, Tyches, don’t let them be planning anything. But even if they were, it wasn’t like they could do anything with PET constantly watching them.
PET’s another problem. What will they do now that they can’t get what they want? Get bored and go home? But what if they don’t? Maybe Hailey would have to convince Amathia to take Alec up on his offer to get the memory extractor, then all they’d have to do was get Kallie to grab a travelling necklace so Alec could go back home.
Hailey didn’t know how things would work out, but she promised herself that they would. That Poseidon’s Academy would remain her school, no matter what it took. 
Hailey wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep for before Demi’s coughing woke her. ‘Vkalike,’ she said, the orb floating under the ceiling flaring to life. Demi was hunched over in bed, coughing with one hand against her mouth, and the other pressed to her chest. ‘Demi, are you okay?’ Hailey pulled off her duvet and darted to her friend’s bed.
Demi coughed a few more times before gasping in air and collapsing back on her pillows. ‘No, I feel like I’m dying.’ 
Hailey touched the back of her hand to Demi’s forehead. Beads of sweat coated her skin, which felt as hot as Tartarus. ‘You’re boiling.’
Demi shuddered. ‘I feel cold.’ She gathered the sheets up around her, her whole body trembling.
‘I’m getting Kora.’
‘I thought I was meant to get over this myself.’
‘I think you getting plunged into freezing water might have turned your cold into something worse,’ Hailey said, remembering Madam Grayson’s comment about pneumonia. ‘It’s time to give your immune system a break.’
‘Yay,’ Demi cheered weakly.
Hailey padded to the joining door and opened it into Kora and Tahlia’s dark dorm. The light from her own dorm was enough to see the faint outlines of Kora and Tahlia asleep in their beds. She steered towards Kora’s bed.
Something caught Hailey’s foot, sending her toppling down. ‘Ouch,’ she cried as her cheek smacked into the hard ground. 
‘Who’s there?’ Kora’s startled voice asked.
‘It’s me.’ Hailey pushed herself into a sitting position as something warm trickled down her throbbing cheek. 
‘Vkalike,’ Tahlia’s voice said, the dorm flooding with light. 
‘Medusa! Are you all right, Hailey?’ Kora leapt out of bed and placed a warm hand on Hailey’s aching cheek. 
The throbbing pain subsided. ‘Thanks.’
‘Well, it was my books that tripped you,’ she said, inclining her head to the scattered books on the ground.
‘I’m sorry I woke you both.’ Hailey climbed back to her feet. ‘I needed you, Kora, to help Demi. She’s really sick.’ 
‘Maybe I can help put her to sleep,’ Tahlia offered, coming over to her. 
‘I think she needs healing,’ Hailey said. ‘She can barely breathe she’s coughing so much, and she’s shaking and burning up.’ 
‘I’ll have her feeling better in no time.’ Kora strolled through the joining door, Hailey and Tahlia following behind. 
Kora clasped Demi’s hands. She frowned and tightened her grip, closing her eyes. Her frown deepened. ‘Something’s wrong. I can’t draw the sickness from her. It’s like it’s blocking me.’
‘What do you mean?’ Hailey narrowed her eyes. She’d never heard of an Asclepius not being able to heal an infection before. 
Kora laid Demi’s hands back down on the duvet. ‘I can’t heal her.’
Hailey’s mouth turned dry. 
‘I knew it. I’m dying.’ Demi sniffed and coughed. 
‘You’re not dying,’ Kora assured her. ‘I’m just not strong enough. Whatever you have is something really bad. But Madam Mendem can heal you.’ 
‘That’s so far away,’ Demi whined, her eyes fluttering as she struggled to keep them open. ‘I don’t think I can make it.’
‘You can if we help,’ Tahlia said. ‘Come on, time to get up.’ She dragged Demi into a sitting position, ignoring her protests that she wanted to stay in bed, and pulled her legs over the edge of the mattress. 
Hailey wrapped one of Demi’s arms around her shoulders, and Tahlia took her other side. Demi groaned when they hauled her to her feet.
‘Good job, team,’ Kora said. ‘Sorry, I just wanted to feel involved.’
‘You were involved,’ Hailey reminded her. ‘Thanks for trying to help her. Come on, let’s head downstairs.’
Kora rushed ahead and opened the door for them. 
‘I want to stay in bed,’ Demi moaned.
‘You’ll feel so much better after you see Madam Mendem,’ Hailey promised her, moving into the hallway. ‘The walk will be worth it.’
‘What are you doing out of bed,’ the soldier standing in front of the door to the common room demanded. Her eyes settled on Demi. ‘Is she all right?’
‘No, she’s not.’ Hailey wasn’t about to let a soldier stop her from getting her friend help because it was after curfew. ‘She needs to see the nurse. Now.’ 
‘Okay.’ The soldier opened the door for them. ‘Let them pass,’ she called to the soldier by the stairs. ‘I’ll call down and let the others know you’re coming.’
The four of them skirted past the soldier by the stairs and started their descent. Demi wasn’t making things easy. She wasn’t supporting herself at all. Madam Mendem will fix everything, Hailey reassured herself, passing the second floor. She’s a fully trained Asclepius, whereas Kora’s powers are still growing. 
A single soldier guarded the entryway. He marched towards them the second Hailey and her friends reached the bottom of the stairs. 
‘We have permission to be down here,’ Kora told him. 
‘To go to the healing wing,’ the soldier snapped. ‘And nowhere else.’
‘I don’t need permission to walk around the palace,’ Hailey muttered under her breath as she trudged through the right archway. They struggled down the long hallway, where jewels and shells glowed in the walls, lighting the way to the healing wing’s staircase. 
‘No,’ Demi groaned, glancing up at the stairs. ‘Too far. Too high. Too tired.’
‘You can do this,’ Tahlia told her. ‘At the top of those steps you’ll get healed.’
‘And we’ll do most of the work for you,’ Hailey added. ‘Just let us pull you up.’
‘I’ll let Madam Mendem know what’s happening.’ Kora dashed up the steps.
‘Okay,’ Demi whimpered, ‘let’s go.’
Slowly, they made their way up, Demi’s breathing heavy as she dragged her feet up each step, acting as though she were climbing a ninety-degree hill. Times like this made Hailey wish the school had a dematerialisation machine installed, so they could step into it and appear on the level they needed to be. 
Kora stood in the frame of the healing wing’s double doors when they made it to the top. Hailey didn’t like the look on Kora’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
‘See for yourself.’ Hailey and Tahlia steered Demi into the healing wing, which usually had empty beds. But the beds weren’t empty anymore.
Tucked into a third of them were pale students shaking and coughing, just like Demi. Hailey gulped. Something is very wrong.
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Incurable
Hailey and Tahlia helped Demi into a vacant bed and turned to Madam Mendem, who appeared beside them, her face grave. ‘Not another one.’ 
Hailey glanced across at the other sick students. There’s so many of them. ‘What’s happening?’ 
‘I honestly don’t know. Ten others have come in over the past day. I haven’t been able to heal any of them.’ A smile wiped away Madam Mendem’s anxious features. ‘But let’s not worry yet. Demi might have something different.’
Hailey stepped back as Madam Mendem clasped Demi’s hands. None of this made sense. As far as Hailey knew, Asclepiuses could heal everything—at least sickness wise. How is it possible Madam Mendem can’t heal the other students?

A heaviness slammed into Hailey’s chest when Madam Mendem shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. She’s got what the others have. It’s spreading.’
‘What is?’ Tahlia asked. 
‘Some sort of sickness that is immune to an Asclepius’s powers.’
‘That’s not possible.’ Kora’s face was indubitable. ‘We can heal anything.’
‘Apparently not. I’ll have to notify Amathia.’ The nurse peered into Hailey’s eyes. ‘How are you feeling?’
How was she feeling?
She felt as if her world was crumbling. Her best friend looked like a Thanatos’s victim and couldn’t be healed. ‘I feel fine,’ she managed to say.
Madam Mendem nodded. ‘Good. I know this is scary, but Amathia will know what to do.’
‘What about me?’ Kora held out her hands. ‘What if we combine powers? It might help.’
Madam Mendem was pensive for a second before saying, ‘It can’t hurt to try.’ She grasped Kora and Demi’s hands. 
Hailey fiddled with her necklace and prayed to the Tyches that it would work. That whatever Demi had wasn’t strong enough to fight off two Asclepiuses. Demi gasped, and the tight knot around Hailey’s heart loosened slightly as her best friend’s eyes flickered open. It’s working. 
Demi yanked her hand from Madam Mendem and buried it beneath the blanket. ‘I’m too cold,’ she muttered, her eyes drooping shut again.
***
Hailey stared into her common room’s crackling fire, its warmth sinking into her skin. Driftwood was piled inside it, tingeing the flames blue. She’d been sitting in front of the fireplace since Amathia came to the healing wing and told her to leave. Hailey hadn’t wanted to. She’d wanted to stay with Demi. But Amathia had said it was best she kept her distance until they understood what kind of sickness they were dealing with.
Kora and Tahlia had tried convincing her to go back to her dorm, but Hailey couldn’t sleep after finding out Demi was potentially dying. She’d wanted to tell Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, but the stupid soldier on guard in the boys’ dorms hadn’t let her past, so she’d resigned to waiting for them in the common room. 
It was morning now, and students were trickling in from the dormitories, most heading downstairs for breakfast. None of them were her friends though. She sighed. Her eyes felt dry, and a heavy weight had settled in the pit of her stomach. 
Stay positive. Amathia probably took one look at Demi and the other sick students and knew exactly what was wrong with them.
She probably has a Hecate concocting a cure right now.

‘Hailey… are you okay?’ a hesitant voice asked.
Hailey dragged her eyes up to meet Brennan’s. ‘Fine.’ 
‘Really? Because you don’t look fine.’ 
Her gaze returned to the blue-tinged fire. ‘Demi’s sick.’ 
‘Oh, well I’m sure Madam Mendem can help her.’
‘She can’t. She tried.’ 
‘That’s… odd.’ Brennan fell silent, shifting nervously before saying, ‘So what does she have exactly?’
Hailey shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ Her eyes flicked to the boys’ dormitories door when she heard it swing open. Jayden, Alec, and Aaron strolled out. ‘Finally,’ she muttered and threw her hand up, waving them over. 
‘I hope Demi feels better,’ Brennan mumbled and scurried towards the stairs before Hailey could even say thanks.
Jayden’s eyes narrowed when he reached her. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘You should sit down.’ They settled into the armchairs around her, and she told them what had happened last night with Demi and Madam Mendem. 
Alec’s eyes grew wide. ‘We spent all that time in the dungeon with her. If it’s contagious, we’ve probably got it.’ He touched his throat. ‘My throat already hurts.’
‘Did they say anything about it being contagious?’ Jayden asked.
Hailey shook her head.
‘See, nothing to worry about,’ he told Alec, whose shoulders relaxed a little. 
‘I should never have let her come with us yesterday.’ Aaron’s nails dug into the chair. ‘She wouldn’t have gotten thrown into that freezing water if we’d made her stay in bed, which means whatever she has probably wouldn’t have gotten so bad.’
‘It’s Demi,’ Jayden reminded him. ‘She could have been coughing up blood and she still would have demanded to come so she didn’t miss out on the fun.’
‘He’s right,’ Hailey agreed. ‘She never would have stayed behind. But we should have let Kora heal her. We’re bad friends for making her suffer.’ Guilt tightened around her chest. 
‘That’s it. That’s enough,’ Jayden declared, pushing to his feet. ‘No more feeling guilty over what happened or worrying about getting sick too,’ he added with a pointed look at Alec. ‘We don’t know what Demi has, and we don’t know if an Asclepius could have healed it in the early stages, so I don’t want to hear any more negativity.’ His eyes were stern, daring them to contradict him. 
‘You’re right.’ Hailey sprang up. ‘We don’t know what’s happening. But let’s find out.’
‘Are you sure that’s safe?’ Alec asked, face hesitant. A reproachful look from Aaron shut him up. ‘Never mind. Let’s go.’ 
They made their way down the stairs in silence. Hailey hoped she’d find Demi sitting up in bed, demanding to be released because she was bored. 
But when Hailey strode into the healing wing fifteen minutes later, the knot around her heart tightened with crushing pain. Demi was asleep and looked even paler than she had last night.
Aaron rushed over to her. Jayden followed, telling him that things probably looked worse than they were, but she heard a shake in his voice. Alec stayed by Hailey, who couldn’t move out of fear that if she went to Demi’s side, she’d realise her best friend had gotten worse not better. The other students in beds looked just as pale, their skin slick with sweat as they shivered beneath the blankets. 
Amathia and Madam Mendem stood at the other end of the room, talking with Madam Norwood. Amathia spotted Hailey and planted a serene smile on her face before gliding towards her. ‘Good morning.’
‘What’s happening?’ Hailey demanded, her voice coming out angrier than she’d intended. 
Amathia’s smile remained fixed as she said, ‘We are searching for a cure. You really shouldn’t be here until we understand what we are dealing with.’
‘She’s my best friend.’ Hailey’s throat tightened. ‘Practically my sister. I need to know what’s happening.’
Amathia’s eyes softened with sympathy. ‘I understand that, and I promise when we know something, I will inform you. But for now, it’s best to leave Demi in Madam Mendem’s capable hands.’
‘Not before I see her.’ Hailey forced her legs to carry her to Demi’s side where Jayden and Aaron each held one of her pasty hands. 
Hailey brushed a strand of wet hair from Demi’s face. The fever didn’t look as if it had ebbed any, but at least she wasn’t shaking anymore so that was something.
‘She doesn’t look good,’ Aaron stated the obvious. ‘Why didn’t you say how bad it was?’ 
‘Thanks for the compliment,’ Demi mumbled, her eyes half-opening.
‘You’re awake.’ Hailey fought the urge to hug her best friend, afraid of hurting her. 
‘Yeah, but I feel like taking another nap.’ Her eyes drooped a little. 
‘Are you in pain?’ Jayden squeezed her hand. ‘Can I do anything?’
‘I’m okay. Just tired and sore. And cold. And hot. But otherwise, I feel great.’ 
‘Did they give you anything yet?’ Hailey asked, hoping they’d created a potion to at least slow the sickness until they found a cure.
‘Yeah, some kind of liquid that tasted like bitter peppermint and is meant to help with my fever and coughing or something.’ She managed a weak smile. ‘Thanks for visiting me.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘Where’s Alec?’
‘I’m here,’ Alec called from the spot Hailey had left him. 
‘You’re worried I’ll give you cooties, aren’t you?’ 
Aaron shot him a glance that said get over here right now before I drag you over. 
Alec hesitated and then shuffled forward. ‘No, I’m not worried you’ll give me cooties. I just didn’t want to crowd you.’
‘Are you sure you don’t want anything?’ Hailey asked. ‘I can get you something from our dorm.’ 
‘Nah. I’m okay.’
‘You will be okay,’ Jayden said, his words absolute. ‘They’ll find a cure and you’ll be causing trouble again in no time.’ 
‘I need to shut my eyes, just for a second.’ Demi’s eyes fluttered closed. 
‘We’ve got another one.’
Hailey spun around. A girl draped in a duvet lingered at the entrance, a tissue pressed against her nose. ‘I don’t feel very well.’
‘Come here, dearie, we’ll take care of you.’ Madam Mendem took the girl’s arm and guided her towards a bed. 
‘I feel it’s time to inform Colonel Wynton of what is happening,’ Hailey heard Amathia say. She was standing back with Madam Norwood at the end of the room.
‘This has nothing to do with PET,’ Madam Norwood protested. ‘They’ll take over.’
‘I know, but he will find out on his own soon enough. The soldiers will have noticed that students are flocking to the healing wing and not returning. And if it is contagious, measures need to be taken.’ She glided back over to Hailey. ‘I’m sorry, but you really must leave. I promise we will take care of Demi.’ 
‘Did you say this sickness could be contagious?’ Alec pursed his lips together as if trying not to breathe.
‘Nothing is certain yet. But it would be safer if you stayed away until we uncover what is happening.’ 
‘But she’s scared.’ Hailey rested a hand on Demi’s shoulder. ‘I don’t want to leave her.’
‘I understand. But you will not be any help to her if you become ill too. Please, you should leave before Colonel Wynton becomes involved.’
‘Okay.’ Jayden let go of Demi’s lax hand. ‘We’ll go. Please let us know if anything happens.’
‘I will.’
Hailey glanced back at Demi, who was asleep again and taking short shallow breaths. ‘Please get better.’ She planted a kiss on her sweaty forehead before reluctantly leaving with her friends. 
‘Things don’t look good in there.’ Aaron shook his head as they headed down the stairs.
‘They’ll find a cure,’ Jayden said, although it sounded as if he was saying it more to himself than anyone else.
Alec gasped in a breath when they reached the bottom of the stairs. 
Aaron looked at him. ‘Really?’
‘I’m not risking getting sick.’
‘I’m sure if we were going to get it, we’d already have it,’ Hailey pointed out, which she thought was true enough. They’d been hanging around Demi since she was first sick, so if it was contagious, then they would have already been infected and nothing could change that. 
‘Where should we go?’ Jayden asked when they wandered into the entryway. 
‘Fresh air,’ Alec suggested
‘The grounds it is.’ Aaron led the way outside where the four of them settled under a blue opal tree.
Hailey flicked away the grey clouds lingering in the sky. ‘Where did she get it from?’ They spent most of their time quarantined in the palace, so she didn’t understand where Demi and the other students could have picked the virus up. 
‘Anywhere.’ Alec leaned back on his hands. ‘Microorganisms can stay dormant in someone for a while. All it takes is one person to catch it and then, if it’s contagious, it spreads.’ He turned to Aaron. ‘What will your dad do?’
Aaron shrugged, smoothing his finger over a fallen opal. ‘Something military-esque.’ 
As if on cue, Scar stormed towards them from the palace and glowered down at Alec. ‘You broke my leg when you kicked me,’ he growled. ‘I ought to throw you to the sea-monsters.’ 
‘Someone already did that,’ Aaron pointed out. ‘Did you not get updated on that little fact?’ 
Scar’s glower deepened. ‘You think you’re safe just because your daddy is in charge? Well you’re not. Now tell me where the necklaces are?’
Aaron rolled his eyes. ‘Seriously? If being shoved in a dungeon and then nearly killed doesn’t make us talk, nothing will. So stop wasting your time.’
Scar’s hand snaked out, his fingers clawing through Hailey’s hair. She cried out in surprise and pain as he yanked her up, a few strands of her hair ripping from her scalp. He pinned her hands behind her back with his other hand. 
‘Let her go!’ Aaron sprang up with Jayden and Alec. 
Scar’s grip tightened on Hailey’s hair, and she had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out. What is it with these soldiers and pulling hair? ‘I’ll let her go when you tell me where the necklaces are.’
‘Don’t,’ Hailey gasped out. Nothing was worth giving up the necklaces for. She could handle the pain of a little hair pulling. 
‘If you don’t let her go, I’ll take you down,’ Aaron threatened, voice steady.
Scar laughed. ‘You’ve got a big head on you.’
‘Actually, if you don’t let her go, Alec will break your other leg,’ Aaron corrected.
‘I will?’
‘Yes,’ Aaron said.
‘Yeah, I will… And Madam Mendem won’t be able to heal it this time.’ Alec attempted to sound confident, but the shake in his voice gave away his bluff. 
Scar ignored him. ‘Necklaces. Now. Or I toss her in the sea.’ 
‘I’m sorry, Hailey.’ Jayden swiped his hand.
She frowned, not understanding why he was apologising. And then a wave of cold water slammed her and Scar to the ground, surprising the soldier enough that he let her go. 
Hailey scrambled away as Aaron stepped up to Scar, who was climbing to his feet, water dripping from his black clothes. His face was red with fury, and Hailey thought his head might actually explode. He hit a glowing white button on the gun strapped over his shoulder and aimed it at Aaron. ‘Tell me where the necklaces are, or I’ll blast you full of electricity.’
‘Never. Gonna. Happen.’
Scar’s finger moved to the trigger.
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Quarantine
‘All PET members report to headquarters immediately,’ Jake’s voice commanded from Scar’s watch.
‘Saved by Daddy.’ Scar lowered his gun. ‘We’ll finish this conversation later.’ He marched towards the palace.
Aaron turned to Hailey. ‘Are you okay?’ 
She wrung out her dripping hair. ‘Thanks to Jayden.’
‘Sorry I couldn’t avoid hitting you too,’ Jayden said.
‘And this is why I don’t like using my powers on other people.’ Alec said. ‘Because they get angry and come for vengeance. He’s probably going to kill me.’
Aaron patted him on the back. ‘I won’t let him hurt you.’
‘You should tell your dad,’ Alec suggested. ‘I think that soldier was acting on his own orders.’
‘I’m never speaking to my dad again.’ Aaron crossed his arms. ‘Unless he apologises for everything he’s done to me, which is as likely as a hungry hydra befriending a human.’
Hailey settled back on the ground, keeping clear of the giant puddle of water. She basked in the sun’s warmth, which banished the cold from her bones and slowly dried her clothes. ‘What do you suppose they got called about?’
‘Amathia probably told my dad about the sickness,’ Aaron said, joining her on the ground with Jayden and Alec.
‘Good, maybe it’ll scare them off.’ Jayden swiped his hand at the puddle left by the wave, sending the water streaming back into the sea. ‘I’m sure your dad doesn’t want to risk infecting his team.’
‘I don’t know.’ Aaron rubbed the back of his neck. ‘He’s pretty adamant about completing his mission.’
‘What will he do?’ Hailey asked. Could PET have a cure?
Maybe in their search of artefacts they’d uncovered a healing device created by Asclepius that was more powerful than any Asclepius since him.
‘I doubt it will be good,’ Aaron said.
About twenty minutes passed before a soldier entered the grounds. He raised a conch shell to his lips and blew it three times before disappearing back inside.
‘We’ve been summoned.’ Jayden stood up.
The four of them made their way to the main hall with the other students from the grounds. They sat at a table in the middle of the hall, which Hope soon joined them at, and waited for the rest of the school to trickle in.
Jake loomed before the teachers’ table with Amathia beside him. ‘Silence,’ he called once the tables were full. ‘I’ve ordered you here because of a situation. It seems several students have presented to the healing wing with an illness your school nurse has been unable to heal.’ Jake ignored the gasps. ‘At this stage, it’s highly likely the illness is contagious.’
‘Oh no,’ Alec gasped, touching his throat. A look from Aaron silenced him.
‘The symptoms are flu-like, so if you’ve been experiencing coughing or fevers, report to the healing wing ASAP. For those who have been in close contact with someone already diagnosed with the illness, you will need to report to the front of the hall once I’ve finished speaking so that you can be quarantined. Everyone should know that we are taking measures to develop a cure, but for now it’s important no one panics.’
Panic is exactly what everyone did. Students’ chairs scraped against the ground in a hurried effort to get away from their friends. Some even ran for the door, soldiers quickly barring their escape. 
‘Quarantine!’ Alec’s exclamation brought Hailey’s focus back to their table. ‘They only quarantine people when it’s a deadly contagious disease.’ His skin paled. ‘We might all die.’
Aaron leaned over the table and shook Alec by his shirt. ‘Stop it. Stop freaking out. We’re not going to die. Okay?’ 
Alec nodded numbly.
‘What’s quarantine?’ Hope asked, hugging her arms. 
‘When they separate you from everyone else to monitor whether you show symptoms or not,’ Jayden explained. ‘It’ll be fine,’ he assured her. ‘We’ll be together.’
‘But we won’t be able to see Demi.’ Guilt throbbed in Hailey’s veins at the thought of abandoning her sick friend, who was probably beyond terrified. 
‘I don’t think we’d be allowed to see her even if PET wasn’t throwing us into quarantine,’ Aaron told her. ‘My dad will have soldiers posted in front of the healing wing by now.’
‘But—’ Hailey began.
‘SIT DOWN!’ Jake roared
A blanket of silence descended over the hall. Jake looked furious, and Hailey guessed he’d been trying to get control for a while but no one had been listening. Obediently, students returned to their chairs. 
‘I said don’t panic,’ Jake repeated, voice hard. ‘The situation is being handled. Now, as I instructed before, those of you feeling sick report to the healing wing, and those who’ve been exposed to the illness come to the front. Everyone else can return to their common rooms.’
Murmurs spread through the hall, but the students were smart enough to follow Jake’s orders, slowly standing up and reporting to where Jake had instructed. 
‘Guess we should submit ourselves to quarantine.’ Jayden pushed away from the table.
Hailey didn’t move. ‘What if we don’t want to?’ She didn’t feel sick, and she didn’t want to get locked up somewhere. She wanted to stay at her friend’s side and help somehow. 
‘Then they’ll force you to,’ Aaron said. ‘Trust me, Hails, it’s not worth it. We should play by their rules... for now.’
‘Fine,’ Haile gave in, standing up. She didn’t want to get arrested, again. Although the worst PET could do now was lock her in a room, opposed to a dungeon. But with her luck, it would probably be in the nereids’ room.
‘Jayden, wait.’ Cady fought through the crowd of students, running up to Jayden. ‘I don’t want you to go.’
‘I have to,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, everything will be fine. I’m not sick. It’s just a precaution.’
She spared a terrified glance around. ‘But they’ll be no one to protect me from Venus.’ She said Venus’s name in a whisper, as if speaking it too loud would summon her.
‘There are soldiers everywhere. She won’t be able to do anything to you. You’ll be safe. I promise.’
Cady wrapped her arms around him.
Hailey was glad Demi wasn’t around to see it. ‘What’s with you two?’ she asked after Cady reluctantly let Jayden go. 
‘We’re friends,’ Jayden replied as they made their way to the front of the hall.
‘Seems like more than that,’ Aaron remarked. ‘Or at least she wants it to be more.’
‘We’re friends,’ Jayden repeated, more sternly.
‘Oh no, look how many people there are,’ Alec said when they joined the growing group at the front.
Hailey didn’t know what he was so worried about; there were only about thirty students, which wasn’t many considering about five hundred went to Poseidon’s Academy.
‘Guess I’ll be joining you.’ Tahlia appeared at Hailey’s side.
‘Sorry about that,’ Hailey apologised. 
Tahlia shrugged. ‘Demi’s my friend too. I was happy to help. How is she?’
Hailey’s stomach twisted. ‘Not good. Where’s Kora?’ 
‘Since Asclepiuses are immune from sickness, she’s been excluded from quarantine.’ 
‘Hopefully that’s everyone,’ Jake said, still at his spot in front of the teachers’ table. ‘My team has converted the second floor into a quarantine zone. All classes have been cancelled until we contain this epidemic.’
‘You can’t cancel classes.’ Hailey peered through the crowd and spotted Madam Grayson. 
‘Well I am cancelling classes. Until we understand how this illness works, I’m not risking contamination.’
‘These students need their education. This is a school after all. Although maybe you forgot that since you’ve turned it into your army headquarters.’ Madam Grayson’s voice was furious. 
‘Now is not the time, Guinevere. We can discuss this later. Everyone follow Captain Slater to the second floor.’ He pointed to someone at the back of the crowd. 
Hailey looked to see who Slater was; she gulped. It was Scar.
‘Don’t worry,’ Jayden said, sensing her thoughts. ‘He can’t hurt us when we’re in a large group, especially when Madam Grayson is in that group too.’
‘Easy for you not to worry, I’m the one who broke his leg.’ Alec hugged his arms. ‘He might strangle me while everyone’s asleep.’
‘I won’t let him,’ Aaron promised. 
The glower Slater shot the four of them said otherwise. ‘Follow me,’ he growled and led them from the hall. 
‘Hey, Hailey.’
Riley and Charlie flanked her. ‘Oh, hey. What are you doing here?’
Ava poked her head out from beside Riley. ‘Clarissa has the plague and she sneezed on us during one of her get-out-of-my-school speeches.’ 
‘Gross,’ Hailey said as they ascended the stairs. 
‘Next time we see her, we’ll cough in her face.’ The twins’ lips curved into conniving smirks.
‘Oh, there’s Amber.’ Riley veered towards a girl with extra-long legs.
‘Later, Hailey.’ Charlie waved goodbye and joined his twin.
Ava shook her head. ‘I better go watch those two. See you in quarantine.’
They reached the second floor and trudged down two hallways of classrooms before reaching the gym. ‘Welcome to quarantine.’
Hailey held back a sigh of disappointment when she entered. The gym looked exactly the same: a giant empty space with a sea-sponge floor. There wasn’t a single bed or even any activities to keep them distracted. 
‘Do you expect us to sleep on the floor?’ a girl with a South African accent asked.
‘Yes. It’s soft enough, and pillows and blankets are on the way.’
As if on cue, a horde of soldiers appeared balancing pillows and sea-silk blankets. They dumped them on the ground and left without a word. 
‘Everyone grab a pillow and blanket,’ Slater barked. 
‘And food?’ the same girl asked, crossing her arms.
Slater ground his teeth. ‘Is coming too. Grab a pillow everyone. Now.’ 
‘Wow, this guy is a real charmer,’ Tahlia remarked before dashing forward to grab a pillow.
Hailey took a step forward to follow, only for Slater to block her. ‘No pillows for you or your friends.’
‘You can’t do that,’ Aaron said.
‘Your daddy put me in charge of quarantine. I can do whatever I want.’ He pointed a finger at Hope, who shrank back. ‘You can have a pillow.’
Hope didn’t move, cowering beside Hailey. ‘It’s okay,’ Hailey told her. ‘Join Tahlia.’ She nudged her forward.
‘I’m pretty sure this goes against basic human rights,’ Jayden said. 
Slater tapped a finger against his gun. ‘I’ll give you each a pillow and blanket if you tell me where the necklaces are.’
‘Never.’ Hailey shoved past him and joined Tahlia and Hope in a corner, sitting down on the soft ground.
‘That guy is a real jerk,’ Jayden said, coming over with a terrified-looking Alec, and a furious-looking Aaron. 
‘He’s going to strangle me in my sleep, I just know it.’ 
Jayden tossed an arm across Alec’s shoulders. ‘No, he won’t. Besides, he won’t be on duty the entire time. They’ll be shift changes.’
A clatter shot their attention back to the doors, where three soldiers had dropped a pile of gold plates, chalices, and cutlery. ‘Food,’ Slater barked and left the gym with the other soldiers.
‘See, he’s not even staying in here,’ Jayden said to Alec.
Alec perked up a little. 
‘Good news everyone,’ Madam Grayson said, strolling into the gym. ‘Colonel Wynton has agreed to let classes continue. Soldiers will bring art supplies and textbooks soon. I’ll teach all of your classes until quarantine is over. It will be a bit of a challenge, since everyone is from different years, but I’ll find a way to make it work.’
Most students sighed in disappointment, but a few—including Alec—cheered. Hailey thought school work was better than sitting around all day. And it would offer a temporary distraction from worrying about Demi. 
***
Hailey lay on the sea-sponge floor, resting her head on her hands. Most students were settling down for sleep now, or already asleep, like Hope and Tahlia. The giant orb of light floating beneath the ceiling had dimmed, but it was still bright enough for Hailey to see everyone around her. 
Alec sneezed. ‘Oh no,’ he gasped. ‘Oh no, I’ve got it. I told you I was sick.’
‘You don’t have it,’ Aaron said, and Hailey could almost hear him rolling his eyes. ‘You have allergies.’
‘Yeah, you don’t even look sick,’ Jayden agreed. 
‘But—’
The gym doors creaked open and a soldier slipped inside. She spoke to Madam Grayson, who was sitting in a chair beside the doors and pointed towards Hailey and her friends. The soldier glanced at them and Hailey recognised her as Hart—the one they’d shoved the neutralising bracelet on. Uh oh.
‘Um, that soldier we put the neutralising bracelet on is heading over.’ Hailey shifted into a sitting position. She reassured herself that Hart couldn’t hurt her while Madam Grayson was around.
Jayden, Alec, and Aaron sat up too.
‘Do you think Slater sent her?’ Alec’s voice shook a little.
‘I guess we’re about to find out,’ Jayden said as Hart stopped in front of them.
Hart dropped a bunch of blankets and pillows next to them. ‘Thought you might need these.’ She crouched down, saving them from craning their necks. ‘Captain Slater is a good guy, but he shouldn’t be depriving you of basic comfort. He doesn’t know I grabbed these for you, so he won’t take them off you.’
‘Thank you.’ Alec hugged a pillow.
‘Do you need anything else? I could get you more blankets if you wanted.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. Hart was being way too nice, especially since they’d taken away her powers. The question was why. Realisation dawned on her. She and Slater were playing good cop, bad cop. Wow. People really do that?

Hailey couldn’t help but smile smugly at working out what Hart was up to. ‘We’re fine.’ 
‘I also wanted to ask you about the necklaces. I know you don’t want to give them up because you’re afraid of the school getting shut down, and I commend you for that. You’re very brave kids to keep that information hidden. And good hiders,’ she added. ‘But since this illness has broken out things have changed. Our goal now is to find a cure, and to do that we need to leave the palace and bring back Asclepiuses more skilled than your Madam Mendem. If you don’t want to give up the necklaces, you can at least remove this bracelet.’ She held her arm out, the gold neutralising bracelet gleaming in the dim light. ‘You want to help your friend get better, don’t you?’
Hailey swallowed. Things really had changed. When they’d initially hidden the necklaces, they’d never expected an incurable disease to break out. And it made sense that PET needed to get other Asclepiuses in. This might be the only way Demi could get better, and Hailey could always find a way to slap another neutralising bracelet on Hart later if she needed to. 
‘She’s lying.’ Aaron cut off Hailey’s thoughts. ‘Quarantine means no one comes in, and no one goes out. They can’t risk spreading the illness to the outside world. She wants you to give her the necklaces or her powers back so that as soon as the disease is gone, she can get reinforcements to remove everyone.’ 
Hart glared at him. ‘I should have left you to die on that island.’
She reached for the pillows and blankets.
Aaron touched her hand lightly. ‘I don’t think our overseer will appreciate you taking away our things. So unless you want a big argument on your hands, I’d leave them.’
Hart’s glare turned deadly, but she drew her hand back.
‘And we saved ourselves,’ Hailey added. ‘All you did was get us back to the beach quicker than it would have taken us to walk.’
‘Brats,’ Hart hissed and stomped towards the doors, her loud footsteps stirring a few of the sleeping students. 
‘That was close,’ Alec said. ‘I was ready to tell her.’
‘Me too,’ Jayden agreed.
‘They’re expert manipulators,’ Aaron said. ‘Never trust anything they say.’
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Quarantine Breach
Hailey stood in a long line of students, clutching a letter she’d written to her mum. The students before her handed their letters to the three PET members standing at the front of the line. The soldiers skimmed through them before squirting them with a clear potion that left the hall smelling of disinfectant. 
Getting to write to her mum was the only thing keeping Hailey sane at this point. Three slow days had ticked by in quarantine, and things were getting worse. The disease, which everyone now called Poseidon’s Plague, was confirmed as contagious, which meant Hailey wasn’t escaping quarantine anytime soon. But she wasn’t even safe locked up in the gym. Seven students here had developed Poseidon’s Plague and been sent to the healing wing, while another thirty students had been admitted to quarantine. 
Hailey wanted nothing more than to sneak out and visit Demi. Her gaze drifted to the left, where Madam Grayson sat in a chair beside the doors, cross-checking a list against a stack of textbooks beside her. There’d be no getting past her teacher. 
Cough, cough, cough, cough. The girl in front of Hailey broke into a coughing fit, sending the students in line scrambling away from her. 
Scorpion was one of the soldiers checking letters. He sprayed the disinfectant potion around him before lifting his watch to his mouth. ‘I’ve got another one coming to the healing wing.’
‘Copy that,’ a voice replied.
The girl stopped coughing. ‘It’s just a cough,’ she protested, fear creeping into her voice.
‘Go to the healing wing,’ Scorpion ordered.
‘It’ll be okay,’ Madam Grayson assured her, opening the gym doors.
The girl glanced back at the students in the gym, as if expecting someone to stand up for her and demand she get to stay. No one moved. The girl hugged her arms and vanished outside.
‘Keep the line moving,’ Scorpion barked as students wandered back towards the soldiers. 
I can’t take this anymore. Hailey couldn’t keep watching students fall sick and get shipped off to the healing wing never to be seen again. She needed to know what was happening. She needed to know why there was no cure yet. And she needed to see Demi and make sure she hadn’t gotten worse. 
‘Next.’
Hailey realised Scorpion was talking to her. She shoved her letter into his hand and returned to the corner Jayden, Alec, Aaron, Tahlia, and Hope sat in. 
‘At 8am you started travelling from Point A at a rate of six miles per hour. Two hours later, a sphinx began tracking your scent, moving at a speed of twenty miles per hour. How long will it take the sphinx to catch you?’ Alec read from a textbook, while everyone else began scribbling down equations. 
‘I need to get out of here.’ Hailey dropped to the floor.
Jayden glanced up from his notebook. ‘What?’
‘I need to find out what’s happening. I can’t just sit here day after day hoping they’ll tell us they’ve found a cure.’ 
‘I want answers too,’ Aaron agreed, tossing his notebook aside.
‘It’s not exactly an easy place to escape,’ Tahlia pointed out, inclining her head towards the three soldiers checking letters and Madam Grayson.
‘Yeah, we should just stay here,’ Alec said. ‘I don’t want to risk Slater catching us.’ He shuddered.
Hailey narrowed her eyes. ‘You don’t want to know whether they’re any closer to finding a cure? Or how this whole thing started?’
‘They’ll tell us if they know anything,’ Alec countered, placing the open mathematics textbook in his lap. ‘And it’s safer for us in here. If we break quarantine, then we risk getting sick.’
‘Alec, you’re a Heracles. You’re meant to be brave, not a coward,’ Aaron snapped.
Alec’s shoulders slumped.
‘If anything, it’s probably more dangerous in here.’ Hope’s gaze flicked to a student coughing near the front of the gym. 
‘You don’t have to come, Alec,’ Hailey told him. ‘The three of us can go.’
‘No. You’re not leaving me behind. I am brave.’ He straightened up. 
‘Okay then.’ Aaron lowered his voice. ‘We’ll need a distraction. Ideas?’
Hailey glanced around, trying to work out what kind of distraction would draw the students, Madam Grayson, and the soldiers’ attention. Her eyes settled on Riley and Charlie sitting in the middle of the gym, under one of the floating orbs of light. I bet they’ll have a good idea on how to cause a distraction. ‘I’ll be right back.’
Hailey leapt up before anyone could question where she was going, and crouched down beside the twins and Ava. ‘So me and my friends need help getting out of here. Interested?’
Riley rubbed his hands together. ‘A jail break? Count me in.’
‘What do you want us to do?’ Ava asked.
‘We need a distraction, and I thought Riley and Charlie might have an idea.’
Riley met Charlie’s mischievous gaze. ‘Thinking what I am?’
Charlie’s lips quirked up. ‘Definitely.’ 
‘Everyone ready?’ Hailey said as she and the boys found a spot closer to the doors.
‘Hailey, wait.’ Tahlia was scurrying over to her with Hope. 
‘I’m sorry, but the more of us there are, the bigger chance of us getting caught,’ Hailey said, thinking Tahlia and Hope wanted to tag along.
‘I know.’ Tahlia reached down for Hailey’s hand and blew a pile of gold dust into it. ‘Just in case you run into any trouble.’
Hailey slipped the dust into her jacket pocket. ‘Thanks.’ 
‘Good luck,’ Hope said. 
Hailey glanced at Riley and Charlie, who stood by the art supplies at the opposite end of the gym. She nodded at them. 
The art supplies burst into flames. 
‘FIRE!’ Ava’s voice rang clear in Hailey’s head. The students swivelled in the direction of the fire and began shouting, leaping to their feet and backing away from the growing flames.
Scorpion and the other two soldiers sprinted towards the fire with Madam Grayson, while Hailey slipped through the unguarded doors with Jayden, Alec, and Aaron, and snuck down the deserted hallway, quickly turning down another hallway lined with classrooms. Hailey hurried towards the staircase at the other end, but paused as she passed Madam Norwood’s classroom. 
‘Hailey, we have to go,’ Aaron prompted. ‘It won’t take the soldiers long to put the fire out.’
‘We can get answers here.’ She pushed open the door. 
The room was empty. Or at least it looked empty, but Hailey figured if Madam Norwood was anywhere, it would be in the Hecate room—especially since the whole place smelled of herbs, a clear sign of potion brewing. Hailey marched towards the last archway on the right, where five older students stood behind the two tables that ran across the room, each of them measuring out ingredients and adding them to their bubbling cauldrons.
‘… kda svatnareat nara iatnav,’ the girl closest to the archway chanted, waving her hands over her cauldron, which hissed and spat, the glowing liquid inside changing from clear to shimmering purple. 
Madam Norwood stood near the vial cabinet on the right wall, where handwritten signs hung at various points on the shelves reading: Fever Diminsher, Nausea
Fighter, Cure
14, Cure
36… 
‘Madam Norwood,’ Hailey said.
Madam Norwood turned around, her eyes narrowing behind her glasses. ‘Hailey? What are you doing here?’ She gazed behind her. ‘What are you all doing here? You’re meant to be in quarantine.’
‘We broke out,’ Aaron stated the obvious. 
‘We needed answers,’ Jayden added.
‘Sorry,’ Alec squeaked. ‘We’ll go back.’
Aaron grabbed him by the shirt when he tried to leave. ‘Not before we find out what’s happening.’
‘Please,’ Hailey begged.
Madam Norwood’s face was stern. ‘Not in here. This is a clean zone.’ She ushered them back over to the classroom half of the room. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you anything, but if it means you’ll go back to quarantine, I’ll tell you what we know—which isn’t much. We’re still working on a cure. The best we’ve done so far is alleviate symptoms, but the illness keeps progressing and spreading quickly.’
‘Is there anything we can do?’ Hailey lowered her voice as she added, ‘Like give you a necklace so you can get outside help?’
‘Hailey,’ Aaron rebuked her.
‘We can trust Madam Norwood. She’s not PET.’
‘We can’t risk spreading this illness to the outside, especially when there’s no cure yet. It would be an epidemic,’ Madam Norwood said. ‘You need to return to quarantine. It’s the one thing I agree with PET on.’
‘Okay.’ Jayden nodded. ‘Thank you.’
‘Yeah, thanks.’ Hailey’s voice was empty. Madam Norwood telling her there was no cure at this stage wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear, or that the disease was progressing. Does that mean Demi has gotten worse?
Aaron touched Hailey’s arm and steered her back into the hallway.
‘Where are you going, Alec?’ Aaron asked when Alec turned to go back down the hallway.
‘Um, quarantine, like Madam Norwood said.’
‘No, we’re going to find out more from Amathia.’
‘Where do you think she is?’ Jayden asked. ‘The healing wing?’
‘Let’s try her classroom first,’ Aaron said. ‘If we go to the healing wing, we’ll definitely get caught. We’ll save it as our last option.’ 
Cautiously, they headed for the staircase, keeping against the wall as they approached, just in case a soldier was around. But the staircase was unguarded. Thank the Tyches it’s all going to plan so far, Hailey thought, reaching into her pocket as they descended the stairs and pulling out the sleep dust. While they hadn’t run into a soldier so far, there were always two on guard in the entryway. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to hit them both with the sleep dust before they called for backup, but she’d damn well try. 
The entryway was deserted.
‘That’s weird.’ Aaron scratched his head. ‘There’s always soldiers here.’
‘Maybe they’re on lunch,’ Jayden offered.
‘No. They wouldn’t leave before being replaced.’ 
‘Let’s just be grateful they’re not here,’ Hailey said, sliding the dust back into her pocket. ‘It’ll make getting to Amathia a lot easier.’ She took the lead down the left archway, peering around each corner to make sure every hallway was PET-free, which they were.
The emptiness unnerved Hailey. PET is always everywhere. Why aren’t they guarding anything anymore? Where are they? Hopefully Amathia would have an answer for her. Hailey was heading down the hallway to her classroom when the Ancient History door opened. 
‘Why are we stopping?’ Alec whispered as they halted. ‘She’s right there.’
‘Wait.’ Hailey watched Amathia head in the opposite direction of where Hailey and her friends lurked. ‘Let’s see where she’s heading. We’ll learn more from eavesdropping.’
They tailed Amathia, keeping far enough back that they only caught glimpses of the hallways she turned down. It soon became obvious she was heading to see her sisters. Hailey wondered why. To make them help her find a cure? That will never happen.
They reached the hallway to the left of the nereids’ room and hid in the same spot they had when they’d been spying on Jake. Voices drifted through the open door.
‘Ready to talk yet?’ Jake’s voice was edged in barely controlled rage. 
‘We do not answer to humans,’ Nemertes retorted.
‘I am your sister, you will answer to me.’ Hailey had never heard Amathia sound so furious before. ‘Tell us what you’ve done.’
‘Nothing.’ Hailey could hear the smile in Nemertes’s voice.
‘You lie!’ Amathia snapped. ‘I demand you tell me the truth.’
‘Or what? You’ll hold us as prisoners? That has already transpired.’
‘Or we’ll cause you great amounts of pain,’ Jake threatened. ‘Now TALK!’
‘We have been imprisoned since the illness broke out. Why do you believe us responsible for it?’
Aaron stiffened beside her, and Hailey’s jaw dropped. Responsible? She’d never imagined the nereids were the ones who’d caused the disease, but it made sense. They wanted to get rid of the students and teachers, and releasing a highly contagious incurable disease seemed like a pretty good way to empty out the palace. 
‘Because you threatened to kill the humans in the palace if I didn’t expel them myself,’ Amathia said. ‘I never thought you would actually do it though.’
‘You have always underestimated me, sister,’ Nemertes replied.
‘So you admit it then?’ Jake pressed.
‘Yes,’ Nemertes said, the smile in her voice returning. ‘All the humans will be dead within a month, and we will banish you from the palace, Amathia.’ Nemertes gasped. ‘Get your hands off me, you filthy human!’
‘TELL ME HOW TO CURE IT?!’ Jake yelled.
‘Unhand me!’
‘Release our sister!’ one of the other nereids demanded.
‘Colonel, unhand her,’ Amathia said, her voice sounding defeated. 
‘But they know how to stop this.’ 
‘Nemertes will not respond to violence.’
‘What will she respond to?’
There was a long pause. ‘Water deprivation. Do not give them any more water.’
‘Traitor!’ Nemertes spat. 
‘You brought me to this. I promised to protect those children’s lives.’
‘Even if it means your sisters’ deaths?’
‘You do not have to die. You only have to tell us how to end this.’
‘Never,’ Nemertes growled.
Hailey fell back against the wall. She couldn’t believe it. This whole time the nereids were the responsible ones, not some random virus that had magically appeared. 
‘Let’s go,’ Aaron said quietly.
Numbly, Hailey peeled off the wall and followed him with Jayden and Alec, who looked as bewildered as she felt. None of them had seen this coming. They’d all thought that as long as the nereids were being watched 24/7, they couldn’t do anything to hurt them. But they were so, so wrong. How did they create and unleash a virus with PET watching them?
Someone yanked her to the side. Hailey blinked. She was standing in Amathia’s classroom. ‘What are we doing in here?’ she asked Aaron.
‘Waiting for Amathia to come back so we can talk to her.’
‘Won’t we get in trouble?’ Alec swallowed. ‘We’re not meant to be here. We’re supposed to be in quarantine—and we were eavesdropping.’
‘I don’t think giving out detentions is high on Amathia’s list of things to do,’ Aaron retorted. 
‘I can’t believe any of this.’ Hailey shook her head. ‘The nereids did this.’
Jayden perched on a desk. ‘I know. I’m as surprised as you. But at least we know where it came from now, and I’m sure Aaron’s dad will get the cure out of them.’
‘Yeah,’ Aaron agreed. ‘He’ll make them talk.’
‘What are you doing here?’
Amathia lingered in the doorframe, eyes narrowed. 
‘We need answers,’ Aaron said. 
‘We heard you talking to your sisters,’ Hailey added, wanting to get straight to the point. 
Amathia paced to the other end of the room. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’ She eased into the chair behind her desk. ‘Sit down. I know you well enough to know you will not listen if I ask you to leave.’
Hailey grabbed a chair and dashed to the front, fearing Amathia might change her mind if she thought about it too long.
‘What exactly did you hear?’ Amathia asked.
‘Everything,’ Hailey said. ‘We know your sisters are responsible for Poseidon’s Plague.’
Amathia sighed, and Hailey glimpsed a sadness in her turquoise eyes. ‘I am ashamed to admit they are responsible. But you cannot inform anyone else. If the students knew my sisters did this, they would attack the nereids—even kill them.’
Aaron cocked an eyebrow. ‘And that would be a bad thing?’
‘Yes. If they are killed before divulging the cure, then all hope will be lost. Water deprivation will make them reveal their secrets. For nereids, it is as painful as starvation. Being deprived of water kills our spirit. Nemertes and my other sisters are not ready to die, that much I know.’ 
‘How long will it take?’ Jayden asked.
‘Days, probably, maybe even weeks.’
‘Weeks?!’ Hailey exclaimed. Does Demi even have that long?
‘We are doing everything possible,’ Amathia assured them. ‘I know it’s hard, but patience is the only way for now—and quarantine,’ she added with a disapproving look.
‘Where are all soldiers?’ Aaron asked. ‘The ones in the entryway were missing.’
Amathia’s features sagged. ‘You don’t know how dire things are, do you?’
‘Dire?’ Alec shifted nervously.
‘The illness has infected almost half the school. There are only a handful of soldiers left, who are spread throughout the floors to maintain quarantine.’ 
‘Half the school!’ Hailey gasped.
It had only been a week. In another week would they all be sick?
‘My throat hurts.’ Alec’s voice came out as a squeak.
Jayden ignored him. ‘Where are they all? The healing wing doesn’t have that many beds.’
‘The healing wing is now the entire fourth floor.’
‘So Demi’s back in our dorm?’ 
‘You cannot visit her,’ Amathia warned, sensing what Hailey was thinking. ‘It is too dangerous. As is being out of quarantine. Please return now and tell no one what I have told you.’
‘Okay,’ Jayden agreed.
Hailey didn’t move. She didn’t think she could. It was all too much. The nereids were responsible, and now half the school was infected and there was no cure. 
‘Come on, Hails.’ Jayden pulled her up by her arm.
Hailey numbly followed her friends into the hallway, none of them speaking until they were back in the entryway. 
‘Where to now?’ Aaron glanced up the stairs.
‘What do you mean?’ Alec frowned. ‘Back to quarantine. It’s not safe anywhere else, you heard Amathia. The whole school is practically infected.’
‘I want to see Demi.’ Hailey didn’t care about what Amathia had said. She needed to see her best friend, especially since she might never get another chance. 
‘Hailey, that’s Plague Central.’ Alec gaped, looking at Hailey as if she’d just said she was heading for a swim with sea-serpents. 
‘I don’t care. I’ve already been exposed to it over and over again. If I get it, I get it.’ 
‘Well, well, what do we have here?’
Hailey’s fists clenched at her sides when Venus slithered from the main hall. ‘Aren’t you four meant to be in quarantine?’
‘Where are your cronies?’ Hailey asked.
‘The fourth floor,’ Venus said, her voice indifferent.
‘You should be in quarantine then too,’ Alec pointed out. 
Venus flicked a blonde curl behind her back. ‘I don’t do quarantine. And I can’t let you four wander around spreading the plague.’ She opened her mouth. ‘GUA—’ Venus only got half a shout out before Hailey grabbed the dust from her pocket and chucked it in Venus’s face. ‘Popsicles,’ she said before her eyes rolled back and she hit the ground, no one bothering to catch her. 
‘I hope your head feels like it cracked open when you wake up.’ Hailey marched to the staircase.
She was vaguely aware of Jayden saying something about how they couldn’t just leave Venus lying there, but she ignored him.
Hailey made it onto the off-shoot staircase that led to their common room. A soldier wearing a black face mask stood at the top of the stairs, guarding against anyone trying to enter the fourth floor. She raised her hand. ‘Stop. This level is strictly off limits.’ 
‘Even to the sick?’ Hailey coughed into her hand. 
‘Oh.’ The soldier took a step back. ‘I was told only one of you was coming from the third floor, not four.’
‘There is only one,’ Jayden said quickly. ‘We just wanted to make sure she got here all right.’
‘You three will have to go to quarantine now, since you’ve been in close contact with her,’ the soldier informed them, her voice slightly muffled by the face mask. 
‘Okay,’ Aaron said. ‘We’ll go.’
‘Tell Demi we miss her,’ Jayden said. 
‘I will.’ Hailey walked past the soldier into what used to be her common room but was now closer to a supply cupboard. Sofas and armchairs were piled high with clean sheets and blankets. Potion bottles covered the desks on the study side, the gleaming liquid inside them sparkling in the light. 
‘If you wait here, someone will come and show you to a room,’ the soldier said.
‘No need,’ Hailey told her. ‘I live on this floor. I’ll check into my dorm.’
She steered towards the girls’ dormitories and disappeared inside before the real sick student showed up and blew her cover. A few older-looking students patrolled the hallway, carrying potions and face washers as they disappeared into various rooms. If she had to guess, she’d say they were seniors who had some type of healing gift. 
A few spared her a bewildered glance. She coughed and they carried on. She wandered down to her dorm and hesitated, afraid of what she’d find when she opened the door. Demi is strong. She’ll be okay.
‘Hailey?’
Hailey whirled to her right. Kora stood a few feet away, balancing tissue boxes in her hands. ‘Kora, it’s so good to see you.’
The tissue boxes scattered on the floor as Kora pulled Hailey into a hug. ‘I’m so sorry you have Poseidon’s Plague.’
‘I don’t.’
Kora stared at her, frowning. ‘What?’
‘I’m not sick. I snuck out of quarantine. I needed answers, and to see Demi.’
Kora yanked Hailey into another hug. ‘Thank the Tyches. I don’t think I can handle seeing any more of my friends dying.’
‘Who else is sick?’ 
Kora sniffed, tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Tanzy, Lexa, Brennan, and Elora. It feels like every day someone else I care about is admitted here. And I can’t do anything to help—except give them tissues and water.’
Each name felt like a blow to her stomach. So many of her friends were sick. How many more will end up here. Jayden? Aaron? Alec? Hope? Tahlia? Me?
All because of those evil nereids. She hoped they would suffer. She hoped they’d be in so much pain they blurted out where Poseidon’s Plague had come from and how to cure it. And she hoped Amathia dumped them into the sea, forbidding them from ever returning to the palace. 
Kora sniffed again and wiped at her eyes. ‘I need to get back to work. You should really go. You don’t want to get sick too.’ She bent down to collect her scattered tissue boxes saying, ‘Say hi to Tahlia for me,’ before disappearing into a dorm.
Hailey didn’t care what Kora had said about leaving. She came here to see Demi, and that’s exactly what she planned to do. She turned back to her dorm, took a deep breath, and pushed the door open.
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Plague Central
Hailey wrinkled her nose against the stale musty air that engulfed her. Demi lay cocooned in her duvet, surrounded by discarded tissues stained red. ‘Demi.’ Hailey dashed to her friend’s side. ‘Demi.’ She peeled away the duvet covering her face and leapt back with a gasp. 
‘Do I look that bad?’ Demi croaked.
‘Your eyes.’ Hailey swallowed around the lump expanding in her throat and fought back tears as she stared at the stream of blood oozing from Demi’s eyes. 
‘Yeah, eye blood is so not attractive.’ Her voice was weak, like every word was a struggle. ‘Jayden’s not with you, is he?’ She looked past Hailey.
‘No,’ Hailey said, stepping back to Demi’s side.
‘Good. I don’t want him seeing me like this.’
‘When did this happen?’ Hailey asked, voice cracking. Her friend looked a few breaths away from death.
‘The blood? Um, last night. Madam Mendem’s got the Hecates working on something to slow the bleeding.’ Demi’s eyes fluttered closed.
Hailey’s heart lurched. ‘Demi.’
Her eyes flicked back open. ‘Sorry, I have a habit of dozing off,’ she said, and smacked her lips together. ‘Thirsty.’
A jug of water and glass sat on the floating clamshell by Demi’s bed. Hailey topped the glass up and offered it to her friend.
‘I can’t,’ Demi mumbled. ‘Arms don’t work so well anymore.’
Hailey swallowed her tears and willed her hands not to shake as she lifted the cup to Demi’s cracked lips and let the water trickle into her mouth.
‘Thanks,’ she said after a few sips. ‘So what’s new?’
Hailey returned the cup to the clamshell. ‘We found out the nereids created Poseidon’s Plague.’
‘I hate those nereids.’ Demi entered into a coughing fit, blood streaming down her face from her eyes and dripping onto her white sea-silk sheets. 
Stay strong. Do not let Demi see how scared you are, Hailey told herself, plucking a tissue from the box on the clamshell and wiping the blood off Demi’s face. ‘I just wanted you to know Amathia will make her sisters talk. They’ll find a cure. And when you’re feeling better, I’ll help you bash up the nereids.’
Demi attempted a smile, but her cracked lips managed something more like a grimace. ‘That’d be nice.’
‘Hailey?’
Hailey whirled around. Madam Mendem stood in the doorframe, holding a vial of purple liquid that shimmered with silver specks. She placed her free hand on her hip. ‘Hailey, you shouldn’t be here.’
‘I’ve been hearing a lot of that today.’ 
Madam Mendem tsked in disapproval and moved towards Demi. ‘Here, dearie, drink this. It’ll help with the bleeding.’ She pressed the vial to Demi’s lips.
‘Yuck, that tastes disgusting.’ Demi dragged the back of her hand over her mouth, the sleeve of her pyjama top coming away with purple stains. 
‘Sorry, dearie, the Hecates have given up on making their potions taste nice.’ 
‘I guess I can’t complain.’ Demi yawned. ‘I think I’ll take a nap. Night, night, Hails.’
‘It’s morning,’ Hailey said, but Demi’s eyes were already closed.
Madam Mendem’s face softened with sympathy. ‘It’ll be okay, Hailey.’
‘I’m sick of everyone saying that when things are clearly getting worse. My friend is lying here dying. Blood is pouring from her eyes. Blood! I’m not a nurse or whatever, but even I know that’s a bad thing. Now I want the truth!’ Hailey was hyperventilating by the time she finished. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, willing herself to calm down, because none of this was Madam Mendem’s fault. She was helping, and Hailey had just yelled at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ Hailey said, opening her eyes. 
‘It’s okay, dearie. I know it’s been hard for you. But the truth isn’t good.’
‘I want to know what’s happening.’
Madam Mendem hesitated. ‘At this stage, Poseidon’s Plague is terminal.’
The lump in Hailey’s throat pulsed, and tears slipped from her eyes as her chest tightened with crushing pain, like a serpent was trying to squeeze the life out of her.
‘But we’ve managed to slow it down. Hopefully we’ll find a cure soon. Otherwise, these potions won’t stop the inevitable, only make the end more comfortable.’
‘How long?’ Hailey’s voice was thick. ‘How long before Demi dies?’
Madam Mendem glanced at her sleeping form, Demi’s breaths shallow. ‘It’s hard to say. Judging by the advancement and severity of her symptoms, I’d guess a week.’ 
The floor fell out from under Hailey, and she slipped into darkness. 
‘Hailey. Hailey.’ A voice broke through the darkness, but Hailey couldn’t hold on to it. The darkness was too heavy and it wouldn’t let her go.
A warm tingle caressed her head. It faded away and someone called her name again. This time she managed to open her eyes. Madam Mendem sat beside her. ‘Are you all right, dearie? I healed your head, so it shouldn’t hurt.’
Hailey slowly sat up and touched the back of her head—there wasn’t so much as a bump. ‘I’m fine.’
‘Good. Up we go,’ Madam Mendem said, climbing to her own legs before reaching down to help Hailey up. 
‘What happened?’ 
‘Shock,’ Madam Mendem said simply. ‘The news was too much for your brain.’
News? And then Hailey remembered. Demi only had a week to live. She glanced at her best friend, who had slept through the whole commotion. The nereids did this to her. They’d condemned Demi and half the school to a slow painful death. And they could also stop it.
Fury pumped through Hailey’s veins, and she stormed from the dorm. She’d make the nereids talk, no matter what it took. 
‘Hailey,’ Madam Mendem called after her, but Hailey didn’t stop.
She marched out of the girls’ dormitories and towards the stairs, where the soldier grabbed her arm. Hailey whirled on her. ‘Let me go.’ 
‘You can’t leave. You’re infected.’
Hailey tried to tear her arm away, but the soldier tightened her grasp. ‘I was faking it so I could see my friend.’
‘That was stupid. You’re heading to quarantine.’ The soldier’s grip remained firm on Hailey’s arm as she lifted her watch. ‘Got another one coming to quarantine.’
‘Copy that,’ a voice came back. ‘The other three you reported haven’t arrived yet.’ 
‘They’re probably waiting for this one. Give them five minutes before conducting a search.’
‘Copy that.’
The soldier released Hailey and pointed at her like she was a misbehaving child. ‘Now make sure you go to quarantine with your friends. Otherwise, I’ll drag you there.’
‘Whatever.’ Hailey stomped down the stairs with no intention of returning to the second floor.
She was going back to the nereids’ room. She wasn’t sure what she’d do when she got there. Strangle Nemertes? Punch her? Whatever it took for her to give up the cure.
‘How’d it go?’ Jayden asked when Hailey reached the stairs to the second floor, where the boys waited. 
‘Badly. She’s got a week to live, so I’m heading off to beat the cure out of the nereids.’ She moved to go down the stairs, but Aaron’s hand snaked around her wrist. ‘Let me go.’
‘No, you’re not thinking straight. For one thing, my dad is watching the nereids and he won’t let you anywhere near them. And for another, the nereids are pure evil and wouldn’t hesitate to kill you. I don’t think they’ll stand by and let you beat up Nemertes.’
‘I have to do something,’ Hailey snapped back. ‘I don’t care if I get hurt. I need to save Demi.’
‘Amathia will save Demi,’ Jayden said. ‘Her plan is the best thing right now.’
‘Demi has a week to live. What if the nereids don’t give up the information before then?’
‘How about this,’ Aaron said, still gripping Hailey’s wrist, ‘we give Amathia’s plan four days to work, and if the nereids haven’t said anything by then, we pay them a visit and make sure they talk?’
Hailey wanted to say no. She wanted to march down those steps and attack the nereids right now. But she’d only get one chance to interrogate Nemertes, and she didn’t want to mess that up by letting her anger control her. ‘Fine.’ She gave in. ‘We’ll do it your way. Four days.’
‘Four days,’ Aaron agreed, releasing her wrist.
‘But how will we make them talk?’ Alec asked.
‘Hopefully Amathia’s plan will work and we won’t have to get involved,’ Jayden said. ‘Come on, back to quarantine.’
‘What do you think they’ll do to us?’ Alec rubbed the backs of his hands as they started down the stairs. ‘We did set a fire and break out.’ 
‘Who cares.’ Hailey pushed past him, stepping onto the second floor. ‘It was worth it.’
They marched all the way down to the gym, where Slater stood on guard in front of the closed doors. His mouth shifted into a smile when he spotted them. ‘Well, well, look who we have here.’
‘Oh no.’ Alec froze. 
‘Let us in,’ Hailey growled.
‘I don’t think so. You’re all alone out here. There’s no one to protect you or stop me from getting answers out of you.’
Aaron took a step towards Slater. ‘You’re not hurting anyone this time.’ Slater threw his arm out, tossing Aaron aside like he weighed nothing. ‘Kick him!’ Aaron shouted to Alec as he hit the pearl floor.
‘Me first.’ Hailey forced all of her anger into her leg and rammed her foot into Slater’s knee, ignoring the pain that shot up her ankle. 
‘AHHH!’ Slater howled, collapsing to the ground. 
‘You should have left us alone.’ Hailey leapt over him and threw open the gym doors, coming face to face with Madam Grayson.
‘What’s going on?’ Madam Grayson demanded, the students in the gym behind her staring towards the commotion. ‘What’s all that shouting? And what are you doing out here? When did you leave?’
‘Slater had a little accident,’ Aaron said, standing up. ‘As for when we left, we might have snuck out during the fire.’
Madam Grayson’s eyes clouded with disapproval. ‘Come inside.’
‘Ah,’ Alec cried. Slater had him by the ankle. 
‘Tell me where the necklaces are or I’ll break your leg,’ he snarled.
‘Unhand him!’ Madam Grayson ordered. ‘Now!’ 
‘Not until they tell me where the necklaces are.’ Alec whimpered as Slater clenched tighter, digging his nails into Alec’s skin. 
Hailey was about to stomp on his hand when Slater suddenly coughed. 
‘Oh no, don’t infect me!’ Alec scrambled away as Slater pressed his hands against his mouth.
‘No.’ Slater shook his head. ‘I can’t have it.’ He coughed again.
‘You’re infected, Captain Slater,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘Go to the fourth floor before you spread Poseidon’s Plague to everyone else.’ She ushered the five of them inside and closed the doors on Slater, who wore a mask of absolute horror. 
Madam Grayson put her hands on her hips. ‘What did you do?’ 
Alec blurted about them using the fire as a distraction to escape so they could see Madam Norwood and find out what was happening. He also mentioned Hailey’s visit to Demi but, to her relief, he didn’t say anything about what Amathia had told them. If Madam Grayson knew about the nereids being involved, she’d probably put Hailey and her friends under lock and key, not trusting them to stay out of it.
‘Well, that was all very stupid,’ Madam Grayson said when Alec apologised for the fiftieth time. ‘This disease is highly contagious and you waltzed right into Plague Central.’
‘I know,’ Hailey said. ‘But no one was telling us anything. Did you know half the school is infected?’
Madam Grayson’s eyes widened for a split second, but she quickly composed her features into an unreadable mask. ‘No. But I do know Amathia and PET have everything under control.’
‘Demi’s got a week to live,’ Hailey protested. ‘I hardly call that control.’ She stalked off.
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Nightmares
The tunnels in Tartarus loomed in front of Hailey, amethyst, topaz, and malachite glittering in the pit’s rock walls. No. I don’t want to be here. Not again. Hailey spun around and clawed at the wall behind her, trying to climb to the tunnel forty feet above her. It was the only way out of Tartarus. 
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ a voice said from above, right before a figure leapt from the tunnel, their iridescent blue dress billowing out around them like a silk sheet.
Hailey whipped around as the figure hit the ground. She expected it to be an Erinys, but it was Nemertes, who had a wicked smile planted on her face. 
‘Please, let me go,’ Hailey begged.
‘You would leave your friend behind?’ Nemertes clucked her tongue. ‘You’re not as heroic as you claim to be after all.’
‘Friend?’
Nemertes clicked her fingers. A second later, Demi staggered from the tunnel directly across from Hailey, blood oozing from her eyes.
‘Demi!’ Hailey sprinted to her, catching her best friend as she stumbled to her knees beside a cart brimming with sparkling jewels. Hailey glared back at Nemertes, her wicked smile still in place. ‘Save her. Please.’
Nemertes shook her head. ‘I would never save a human. Your kind’s suffering brings me great pleasure.’
‘Save her. Now! Or I’ll kill you.’
‘Do not fear, you will be joining her in the afterlife.’
Hailey lunged for Nemertes. A streak of lightning struck the ground in front of her, and she stumbled back as Zeus materialised.
‘Not so brave are we now, human.’ Zeus sneered. 
A hand latched around Hailey’s ankle and she looked down at Demi, her best friend’s eyes desperate. ‘Hailey – you have – to save – everyone. Please. I – don’t – want – to die,’ she wheezed out.
Zeus’s mocking laugh echoed around the pit, bouncing off the jewel-encrusted walls. ‘She is too weak to save anyone. You are not worthy of my powers.’
Hailey stared back at Zeus, her heart hammering. ‘I’m braver than you think.’ She stepped towards him; the air around the god hummed with electricity. 
An amused smile tweaked his lips. ‘All right then. Strike me with a lightning bolt if you are so brave.’
Please let this work. Hailey aimed her trembling hands at Zeus, who merely crossed his arms, bored, assuming she’d fail. I am brave. I am strong. I am not afraid.
Nothing happened.
No lightning.
Not even a spark.
Zeus shook his head. ‘You are pathetic.’ He reached a hand towards her; at the same time, someone shook her shoulder.
Hailey’s eyes flew open as a scream built in her throat. She strangled it when she recognised Aaron’s face in the gym’s dim light. 
‘Are you okay? You were tossing and turning.’
Hailey blinked a few times, clearing away the clinging threads of sleep before wriggling into a sitting position. ‘I had a bad dream.’ It’d been so long since she’d had one of her nightmares, or even thought about the Underworld. She supposed being chased by a cyclops, being attacked by a sea-monster, and watching her best friend dying trumped her fears about being back in Tartarus. 
Hailey glanced around the dimly-lit gym. Everyone was asleep—even Madam Grayson was snoozing in front of the doors, having abandoned her chair for a quick nap. 
Aaron shifted on the ground to cross his legs, being careful not to wake Jayden, Alec, Tahlia, or Hope. ‘We never really talked about what you said to me in the stable that day— about the potion Madam Norwood gave us after the Underworld not working on you.’
Hailey tensed. ‘Forget I said anything about that.’ She’d been okay with talking to Aaron about it when she’d thought he’d been going through the same thing as her, but she didn’t want him pitying her and making her feel even weaker than she already did. She wished she’d never told him. He probably thought she was a coward. 
‘It’s okay to be scared you know.’
‘I’m not scared,’ Hailey snapped loud enough to stir Hope. ‘I’m not,’ she repeated quietly once Hope fell still again.
‘Okay.’ Aaron ran a hand through his ruffled hair. ‘But, you should know I wasn’t lying when I said I was scared. Sure, I don’t feel terrified when I think about what happened to us in the Underworld. But I do when I think about the fact that the gods are still alive. That there’s a chance the nereids will find a way to bring them back. I guess that’s one of the reasons I didn’t fight my dad as hard as I could have over him coming here. I wanted the duty of watching the nereids to go to someone else. I thought that once he was in the palace, the nereids wouldn’t be able to do anything.’ He took a breath. ‘I guess I was wrong.’
‘We both were.’
Hailey had assumed the exact same thing: that everything would be fine as long as PET was watching the nereids. But somehow they’d worked out a way to put another one of their evil plans in action. 
Hailey fiddled with her heart pendant. ‘Aaron, what happens if they win this time? If we or your dad don’t stop them?’
‘We will.’ His voice was indubitable. ‘We won’t let them win. The gods are never coming back. My dad will get the cure out of them, and when he does, he’ll have them shipped off to some deep underground prison where they’ll never scheme again.’
‘I hope you’re right.’ 
‘What do you mean there’s no extra credit?’ Alec mumbled, rolling over.
Trust Alec’s nightmares to be about less school work.
‘So are you sure you don’t want to talk about anything?’ Aaron asked. ‘About the Underworld?’
Hailey pulled her blanket over her legs. ‘No. I’d rather forget the Underworld. And if you’re right about your dad locking up the nereids and throwing away the key, then my fears about facing the gods will never come true.’ Please Tyches, let that be the case. Let the threat of the gods returning be gone. 
‘Okay.’ Aaron shuffled back to lie down. ‘And, Hailey. The potion not working on you doesn’t make you weak. If anything, it makes you stronger. Because you still remember every terrifying thing about what we went through, yet you’re not curled into a ball hiding in a dark room. You’re still fighting the nereids—not to mention monsters. And that’s what makes you ten times braver than all of us.’
***
Hailey stood in the back of the grounds with the hundred and something other students from quarantine. Madam Grayson had somehow convinced Jake to let them outside for Powers practice. 
‘Okay, everyone pair up,’ Madam Grayson instructed, ‘and keep working on your powers from wherever you were with Madam Norwood.’
Hailey sighed. Demi was usually her partner. 
‘I can pair with you,’ Jayden offered. ‘Alec and Aaron are joining together.’
Hailey was about to accept when she saw Hope standing behind him, hugging her arms and staring at the ground, where fish darted in and out of coral reefs beneath the diamond floor. ‘Actually, why don’t you find Tahlia. I’ll go with Hope.’
‘Good idea.’ 
‘Want to be a pair?’ Hailey asked Hope.
Hope’s face brightened with relief. ‘Yes. Although you should probably just practise your powers—unless you want to choke me or something?’
‘Not really,’ Hailey said. ‘But you might get a chance to use your powers. I’ve been trying to use wind to lift people up, and I have a tendency to drop them. At least if you break your neck, you’ll come back.’
Hope smiled, but there was a sadness to it. ‘Yeah, I will. Where do you want me?’
‘Let’s go over here.’ Hailey led her about ten yards away from the other pairs, not wanting to risk catching someone else in the wind. ‘Stay still.’ Hailey aimed her hands at Hope, warmth flowing into her fingertips.
The pearls on the tree beside Hope clinked together, and a few scattered to the diamond floor, as a gale swept into the grounds and lifted Hope into the sky. Hailey’s arms dropped a couple of inches, feeling like they had ten-pound weights attached to them. Why is this so hard? She could easily create a tornado to sweep someone away, but for some reason controlling the wind to hold someone was a thousand times more difficult.
Hailey’s hands trembled. ‘It’s too much.’ She gritted her teeth. ‘I can’t hold it.’
‘Yes, you can,’ Hope called back, the wind carrying her voice around the grounds. 
Hailey’s arms dropped a little more. ‘No. I’m not strong enough.’ She clenched her teeth tighter, fighting the heaviness in her arms. 
‘That night when I first came here, you told me the sky calmed you. Why? Why does it make you feel calm?’
‘Because I’m a Zeus.’
‘No. It’s more than that. Think.’
Think? How was she supposed to think when she was concentrating on not letting Hope plummet to the ground?
‘Hailey, think,’ Hope repeated.
Pain bloomed in Hailey’s head and she bit down harder. Why does the sky make me feel calm? The answer came instantly. ‘Because it’s mine. The sky is like another world, and I’m the only one who can control it. No one else has the power to touch it but me.’
‘Yes,’ Hope said. ‘You control it. It’s yours. Now think about that. You control the sky, not the other way around. This wind is yours to command.’ 
I have the power, Hailey thought, feeling like a bit of an idiot. But it helped. The trembling in her hands eased as the wind stopped fighting against her. I am in control. I am queen of the sky, and you’ll listen to me, wind. The warmth intensified in Hailey’s fingertips, and the strain of containing the gale ebbed, along with her headache, as her body flowed with power. She raised Hope higher.
‘Yes!’ Hope cheered. ‘You did it.’
‘Well done, Hailey.’
Hailey whirled around; she’d been so absorbed in her powers she’d forgotten she wasn’t alone in the grounds. Madam Grayson’s eyes widened behind her, and Hailey whipped back as Hope shrieked. She threw her hands up, summoning the gust of wind back to catch Hope, a mere foot from the ground.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Hailey said, dropping her arms, killing the wind. 
‘I’m fine,’ Hope assured her. Cough. 
Bile rose in Hailey’s throat. No, not Hope too. 
‘Are you feeling all right?’ Madam Grayson reached to touch Hope’s forehead. 
Hope leapt away. ‘Stay back. I’ve got the plague.’ She coughed again, and then raised a hand to her temple. ‘My head is throbbing.’
‘Are you sure it’s not an ordinary headache and a dry throat?’ Hailey didn’t want to lose another friend to Poseidon’s Plague. 
Hope nodded slowly. ‘It’s the disease. I’ll go to the fourth floor.’ She gave Hailey a sad smile before drifting towards the palace.
Hailey watched her go, her throat burning as she imagined Hope looking as sick as Demi, with blood pouring from her eyes. 
Madam Grayson shifted beside her. ‘Amathia and Madam Norwood will find a cure.’
I’ll make sure of it, Hailey thought, promising herself that she’d force the nereids to reveal everything, no matter how dangerous confronting them was. 
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Snow Party
Hailey pressed her wet palms gently against the spinning lump of clay on her pottery wheel, trying to concentrate on turning it into a vase, and not on everything else in her life. But it was near impossible. A day had passed since Hope had left for the fourth floor. A day of uncontrollable unease and anxiety, where another five students had developed Poseidon’s Plague and been marched from quarantine. 
There was still no word from Amathia or PET, and the waiting was killing her. Hailey needed to hear that the nereids had spilled their guts and Amathia had found a cure. But there was nothing. And time was running out.
Clay oozed between Hailey’s fingers, and she threw her hands in the air, giving up on the stupid vase that had turned into a giant lump of slimy goo. This is stupid.
How can Madam Grayson expect us to sit in the gym day after day continuing our classes as if nothing is wrong when people are dying?
‘You okay?’ Jayden was sitting at the pottery wheel beside her, his clay fanning out into a bowl.
Hailey rubbed her dirty hands on her paint-stained apron. ‘No. I want to go after the nereids.’ She kept her voice low so no other students would hear.
‘It’s only been two days.’ Jayden continued moulding his clay. ‘We agreed on four.’
‘What if Demi doesn’t last that long?’
‘She’s tough,’ Aaron said from behind her. He was painting at an easel beside Alec. Alec’s painting looked exactly like Poseidon’s palace, complete with a sea sky of iridescent fish, whereas Aaron’s looked as if he’d thrown a bunch of paint on a canvas and smooshed it together.
‘I hope you’re right,’ she told him.
‘Come on, we need to keep working on Creative Arts.’ Alec tapped his paintbrush against the palette of paint colours in his hand.
‘I can’t sit here pretending everything is okay,’ Hailey retorted, and it appeared she wasn’t alone. A glance around the gym showed her the lack of enthusiasm among the other hundred-plus quarantined students. Half of them were meant to be studying. But most of their textbooks lay abandoned in their laps, while the students stared at the ceiling or drummed their fingers against the soft ground, looking ready to die of boredom—or burst into tears. 
Madam Grayson seemed to sense everyone’s dying spirit because she popped up from her chair by the doors and said, ‘I think it’s time for some fun. Amber, Cody, Lachlan, and Jess, can you please come over here.’
Four students separated themselves from the pack and ambled towards Madam Grayson, who rattled off instructions. 
‘What do you think she means by fun?’ Alec asked, sounding a little nervous, as though he thought Madam Grayson’s interpretation of “fun” might include running laps around the gym. 
‘Who cares?’ Hailey yanked her apron over her head and dumped it on the ground. ‘Nothing will make me forget about what’s happening out there.’ She nudged her chin towards the doors.
‘Okay everyone,’ Madam Grayson called out as the four students she’d summoned fanned out around her. ‘We’re going to have a little snow party.’
Amber—the girl with extra-long legs who Riley had a crush on—stretched her hands out, along with a boy from fifth year. Snow flurried from their fingers, spraying across the gym like a snow machine. 
Students rescued their blankets from the ground before the snow could bury them, securing them around their necks like capes. Hailey didn’t bother moving from her pottery wheel stool, but Jayden was nice enough to drape her blanket over her shoulders. Snowflakes kissed her cheeks and stuck in her hair as she watched the gym transform into a winter wonderland. 
‘Jess here has mittens and beanies,’ Madam Grayson said, once the snow was almost to her knees.
Jess tossed her pigtails behind her shoulders and touched the white ground. A big pile of multi-coloured mittens materialised. She trailed her hands a few inches away and a mountain of beanies appeared. Students bounded towards the conjured piles, shoving their hands into mismatched mittens and yanking beanies over their ears.
‘I’ll get us some,’ Jayden volunteered, joining the throng of students.
Jess pushed her way into the middle of the gym with a curly-haired boy. She pressed her fingers into the snow again, and this time a metal fire pit appeared. A fireball glowed in the curly-haired boy’s hand, and he tossed it into the pit, smiling proudly when flames shot up. 
‘Here.’ Jayden dumped a pile of mittens and beanies in the snow.
Aaron and Alec threw them on, but Hailey stayed exactly where she was, ignoring the cold seeping into her clothes.
‘Hailey, here.’ Jayden held out a purple and a pink mitten to her. ‘Look, you can stay on the stool, but freezing is a stupid idea. You could get sick, and then you’ll be useless if we have to go after the nereids.’
Hailey huffed, her breath puffing out white, and took the mittens, shoving her hands into the scratchy wool before tugging a red beanie over her head.
‘Come on, Hailey. I know things are tough at the moment but sitting around moping won’t change anything,’ Jayden said. ‘You might as well have some fun.’
Hailey crossed her arms. ‘I’m fine here.’
Hailey watched the laughing students with growing annoyance. How can they even be thinking about having fun? Poseidon’s Plague had taken over the school, and it was only a matter of time before it infected everyone in this gym, and there was still no cure. Plus hundreds of students were busy fighting for their lives at this very moment. It seemed wrong for everyone to be laughing. But they were.
Girls giggled as they threw themselves down in the snow, swishing their arms and legs up and down, carving out snow angels. Snowballs zoomed over the top of them as other students formed teams and began an epic snowball fight—including Jayden, Aaron, and Tahlia. Alec and a few other students reclined around the fire pit, while Madam Grayson conjured marshmallow skewers on a gold plate, handing them out for the students to roast.
If Madam Grayson’s there, that means… Hailey’s eyes flew to the unguarded gym doors. She could easily slip out with everyone so distracted. All she’d need was some dust from Tahlia to throw at the soldier outside. Or she could kick the soldier in the shins and sprint away before Madam Grayson came running out to see what was happening.
If Hailey ran all the way to the nereids’ room, then there was no way anyone would reach her in time to stop her from confronting them… But then there was Jake. How would she get past him? I’ll battle that minotaur when I cross it. 
Hailey slid off her stool. Something slammed into her left cheek, cold biting into her skin. Her head snapped to Riley, who grinned a few feet away, moulding another snowball in his hands.
‘I don’t want to play,’ Hailey said just as another snowball smacked into her other cheek.
‘Oops, it slipped.’ Charlie stood to her right, holding his hands up to show he was no longer armed.
Hailey slumped back down on her stool. She’d wait for them to get bored and leave her alone before making her escape, not in the mood to explain her motives to them. 
Riley pelted a snowball at her vase—attempted vase—almost knocking it over. 
Hailey crossed her arms. ‘I’m not playing, so you might as well torment someone else.’
‘But we want to torment you,’ Charlie protested, scooping up a handful of snow.
‘Charlie, give us a minute,’ Riley told him.
Charlie packed his fistful of snow into a ball. ‘Why?’
‘Just go find Ava.’
Charlie chucked the snowball over his shoulder. ‘Whatever.’
Riley planted himself on the pottery wheel stool beside Hailey. ‘You do know you refusing to have fun won’t stop what’s happening outside, right?’
Hailey shrugged. ‘I know. But it feels wrong to have fun when our friends are dying, and when we’ll be next.’
‘I get that.’ Riley swiped snow out of Jayden’s clay bowl. ‘But if Demi was here, would she really tell you to sit around sulking? Or would she tell you to make some snowballs and peg them at people?’
Hailey picked at the dry clay on her hands. ‘I understand what you’re saying, but it doesn’t change how I feel. I want to do something, not pretend everything is fine.’
‘It’s okay to forget for a little while. Enjoying yourself doesn’t mean you care any less about your friends. You deserve a break.’
Hailey hated to admit it, but he did have a point. Sitting down sulking wouldn’t change anything. ‘I was actually planning to use this distraction as a way to sneak out and get some answers.’
‘The teachers and PET are taking care of that. What can you do that they can’t?’
Attack the nereids. Although she supposed Jake could technically do that. Maybe she was being premature in her hunt for a cure. In two more days, the nereids would be weaker and more likely to talk. ‘Nothing, I guess.’
Riley leapt off the stool and held his hand out to Hailey. ‘Well, come on then. Fun it is.’
Hailey managed a weak smile. ‘Okay.’ She let him lead her into the chaos, where about thirty snowballs pelted her before she made it to Jayden and Aaron, who had built themselves a small barrier of snow to hide behind.
‘I brought reinforcements.’ Riley dropped behind the barrier with Hailey.
‘Good work.’ Jayden ducked out of the way of an incoming snowball.
‘You can help me build ammunition.’ Tahlia was crouched near Jayden, forming a giant pile of snowballs. Aaron grabbed one and pegged it.
‘Be quick, the enemy is getting closer,’ Aaron prompted her.
Hailey peeked over the barrier. The “enemy”—which included Charlie and Ava—was a few yards away, keeping low to dodge Aaron and the other students’ snowballs. ‘Okay.’
***
Hailey stared at her and Demi’s dorm door. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten there, and she didn’t care. All she wanted was to see her best friend. She pushed the door open. 
Demi lay cocooned in her duvet again, her breathing fast and shallow. Across from her, on Hailey’s bed, sat Hope. She pinched a gold seed between her fingers—the same seed Demi had stolen from a griffin’s nest last year.
‘Hope, what are you doing?’
Hope rolled the seed between her fingers. ‘Do you know how to use this?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No. I forgot Demi even had it.’ She realised Hope didn’t look sick. ‘I thought you had Poseidon’s Plague?’
‘I feel better now. But Demi and your other friends don’t have much time.’ 
‘Hailey?’ Demi grabbed Hailey’s arm, blood spilling from her eyes. ‘Please. You have to save me.’ 
The painful lump returned to Hailey’s throat. ‘I’m trying.’
‘Save us, Hailey.’
Hailey whirled around. Tanzy, Lexa, Brennan, and all the other infected second years stood behind her, blood leaking from their eyes and dripping to the while pearl floor as they begged Hailey to save them.
And then they started coughing. 
Hailey opened her eyes. Argh, I don’t need dreams reminding me of how messed up everything is. She was about to roll over when she realised she could still hear coughing. Jayden
lay beside her, a hand pressed to his mouth as cough after cough ripped through him.
Hailey bolted up. ‘Jayden?’
‘Stay back. I’ve got Poseidon’s Plague.’
She watched Jayden leave the gym a minute later. That’s it. No more waiting. Hailey jumped up. 
‘Where are you going?’ Alec asked, him and Aaron the only students, besides her, still awake in the gym. 
‘After the nereids.’ 
Aaron grabbed her arm. ‘No, you’re not.’
Hailey turned on him, her eyes pure fury. ‘Seriously, Aaron? You’re happy to let Jayden, Demi, and all our other friends just die? What happens if we get sick too? Who will go after the nereids then?’ 
‘I hate to say this,’ Alec said, chewing his lip, ‘but Hailey has a point. If we get sick, then they’ll be no one.’ 
Aaron let Hailey pull her arm free. ‘I know. I was going to say we have to wait until morning.’
‘Why?’ Hailey demanded. 
‘That’s why.’ Aaron nudged his chin to Madam Grayson, who had returned to her post in front of the gym doors, her eyes fixed on Hailey, waiting to see what she’d do. 
Hailey doubted any amount of begging would convince their overseer to let them out. And trying to escape now would probably lead to Madam Grayson never letting Hailey out of her sight again. She sank back to the ground in defeat. ‘Fine. Morning it is.’
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The Hunt
Hailey didn’t get any more sleep after Jayden left. She kept trying to think of how she’d escape the gym. Getting sick seemed like the only way anyone ever got out of this place, but she doubted Madam Grayson would believe all three of them had suddenly contracted Poseidon’s Plague. 
She sat with Aaron, Alec, and Tahlia in the corner, whispering as they tried to come up with a plan. ‘I don’t suppose you’re strong enough to take out the entire room?’ Hailey asked Tahlia.
‘No, but I could take out Madam Grayson. I don’t think any students would stop you from leaving.’
‘That’s an idea.’ Hailey would rather avoid dosing Madam Grayson with sleep dust, but what her and her friends were about to do was for everyone’s benefit, since they’d all get sick eventually. 
Tahlia curled her legs up beside her. ‘So what will you do when you see the nereids?’
‘We’ll release Alec on them.’ Aaron grinned. 
‘Me? I can’t hit girls.’
‘They’re not girls,’ Hailey retorted. ‘They’re monsters posing as nereids.’
‘I won’t do it.’ Alec crossed his arms. 
‘Let’s just improvise,’ Hailey said, already thinking this was taking too long.
‘Hailey, it’s important to have a well-thought out plan,’ Aaron countered. ‘Improvising doesn’t equal success. And we’ve only got one chance at this.’
‘I don’t care. We can come up with a plan on the way.’
Aaron tossed the blanket from his legs. ‘Fine. Ready, Tahlia?’
‘Wait.’ Tahlia nudged her head to the gym doors. ‘Something’s happening.’ 
The gym doors clicked shut behind a student who had just walked in. She whispered something to Madam Grayson before disappearing back outside. Madam Grayson’s gaze zeroed in on Hailey’s group, and she wandered towards them.
Alec hugged his pillow against his chest. ‘Medusa, do you think she knows?’ 
‘No,’ Hailey said, the word barely a whisper. The closer Madam Grayson came, the easier it was to see the grief behind her eyes. ‘It’s something else.’ Hailey stopped breathing. Please, Tyches, don’t let Demi be dead. Please don’t let us be too late.
‘Aaron,’ Madam Grayson said when she reached them. ‘I’m sorry to say that your father has contracted Poseidon’s Plague.’
Hailey almost sagged to the ground in relief. Demi was okay.
Aaron shrugged. ‘And? Nearly everyone has Poseidon’s Plague.’
‘He’s been asking for you.’
Aaron’s eyes narrowed, as if he sensed a trap. ‘Why?’
‘I don’t know. But it must be important if he’s willing to break the quarantine measures he put in place. He’s on the sixth floor, in his dorm.’
‘I don’t want to talk to him.’
‘We’ll come with you for support,’ Hailey offered, seeing a way out of this gym that didn’t involve knocking Madam Grayson out. 
Aaron frowned at her and then realisation lit his face. ‘Oh. Yeah, I guess that would be okay.’
Madam Grayson shook her head. ‘Colonel Wynton only said Aaron could go.’
‘Well, I’ll only go if Hailey and Alec can come too. I don’t want to be alone with him.’
Madam Grayson looked between the three of them, her gaze probing, like she was trying to read their minds and see if they had an ulterior motive for leaving the gym. ‘Fine,’ she gave in. ‘But no detours—that means visiting Demi.’
‘Okay,’ Aaron agreed. ‘No visiting Demi.’
‘Bye, Tahlia,’ Hailey said, and headed from the gym with her friends. She was a little surprised to find no soldier outside. Has Poseidon’s Plague infected all of PET?
They headed past the classrooms and towards the stairs, which Aaron started to go down. 
‘Where are you going?’ Hailey asked, coming to a stop. 
He cocked an eyebrow. ‘The nereids’ room.’
‘We need to see what your dad wants first.’ 
‘No. He hates me. I don’t want to see him. And you’re the one who’s been all gung-ho about seeing the nereids.’
‘I know. But your dad might want to see you because they told him something about the cure. We need to go there first.’
‘I agree with, Hailey,’ Alec said. ‘If he broke quarantine, there must be a reason.’ 
There was a long pause before Aaron sighed. ‘Okay, we’ll check it out.’ 
They trudged up to the sixth floor. No soldiers lurked on the stairs waiting to stop them, or in the common room. It felt a little eerie to Hailey, as if there was no one left in the palace. 
‘Do you want to go alone?’ Alec paused in front of the door to the dorms.
‘No. Come on.’ Aaron shoved open the door and marched into Jake’s dorm. 
Jake lay pale and sweaty in his bed; his array of weapons still glinted dangerously around the room. ‘Aaron,’ Jake croaked, struggling to push himself up. ‘I told you to come alone.’
‘Well, I didn’t.’ He crossed his arms. ‘Whatever you need to say, you can say in front of my friends.’ 
‘Fine.’ He sounded too tired to argue. ‘But come closer.’ 
Reluctantly, Aaron did, stopping next to his dad, while Hailey and Alec lingered by the door. ‘What do you want? Did you find the cure? Because that’s the only reason I’ve come here.’
Jake swallowed. ‘I was getting close. The nereids were weak. But I couldn’t fight Poseidon’s Plague. I collapsed and they… escaped.’
‘Escaped!’ Hailey exclaimed. No, no, no. They needed the nereids for the cure.
‘You need to find them,’ Jake told Aaron. ‘You need to find out what they know.’
‘What about your soldiers?’
‘They’re all sick.’
‘Oh, so I’m a last resort.’ Aaron turned to leave, and Hailey saw the pain on his face before his dad grabbed his wrist and forced him to look back at him. 
‘No. You’re my son. I know I haven’t been easy on you, but that’s because I wanted you to be great. I love you, Aaron. And I’m sorry I’ve never told you that before.’
Aaron tore his wrist from Jake’s sweaty hold. ‘You’re sorry? You manipulated me into betraying my friends. You locked me in a dungeon. How is that love?’
‘I—’
‘I don’t want to hear it. I’ll find the nereids. I’ll get the cure. But as for you and me, we’re done.’ He stormed past Hailey and Alec, who darted out after him. 
‘Are you all right?’ Hailey asked Aaron as he stomped down the stairs.
‘Doesn’t matter. We’ve got other things to worry about.’
‘I can’t believe the nereids are free. Where do you think they are?’ Alec glanced around as they passed the third floor, as if expecting them to be lurking nearby.
‘Their room is a good place to start,’ Aaron said.
Hailey suppressed an eye roll. ‘Seriously? Their room? I don’t think they’re stupid enough to stick around. They’re probably in the sea and not planning on coming back until everyone is dead. We need to get to the stable and take the sea-horses out to find them.’
Aaron didn’t slow his pace as he stepped into the entryway and veered through the left archway. ‘I don’t think they stuck around either. But maybe they left some clues behind. And if they didn’t, then we’ll grab the sea-horses.’
‘Okay,’ Hailey agreed. She wasn’t sure what the chances of the nereids leaving behind anything were, like detailed instructions on what Poseidon’s Plague was and how to cure it. But at the same time, the nereids probably assumed everyone was too busy dying to bother breaking into their room, so it was worth a shot. 
‘Now what?’ Alec asked when they stopped outside the nereids’ room. 
‘We go in.’ Aaron pushed the door open. Pearl and seashell-encrusted mirrors lined the walls, accompanied by giant clamshell sinks, each with a brush resting on it. In the centre of the room stood a glass statue of Poseidon, similar to the one in the entryway. Four white sea-silk chaise lounges circled the statue, and Hailey could easily imagine the nereids lying on them while they stared up at their former leader. Creepy.

‘What do they need all these mirrors for?’ Alec stared into one. ‘And these sinks.’ He glided a hand along the outside of a clamshell. 
‘They’re nymphs, what else did you expect?’ Aaron replied simply. ‘Come on, let’s start looking.’ 
Hailey glanced around. There really wasn’t anywhere to look. There were no drawers or shelves—and she couldn’t see any bottles sitting on the sinks labelled Cure. Alec peered under the chaises, and Aaron ran his hands down the walls. 
Hailey frowned. ‘What are you doing?’ 
‘Trying to find a secret passageway. Come help me—one of these jewels or shells might be a button.’
Hailey shrugged, deciding it was better than declaring defeat. But she felt the more time they wasted here, the less chance they had of catching the nereids. She wanted to go after them now, but there was a chance—a tiny chance—that Aaron was right. She started on the wall directly opposite the door, while Alec took the one to the left. 
Hailey dragged her hands over the bumpy wall, pushing hard enough that if one of the jewels or shells was a button, it would press in. 
She paused when she got to the middle of the wall, where a painting taller than her hung. Poseidon stood on a rock in the middle of the sea, with twenty-three nereids circling his feet, gazing up at him with adoration. Gross, was Hailey’s first thought, and then she remembered how in movies safes tended to be hidden behind paintings, and a safe would be a pretty good place to hide a cure.
Hope bloomed in Hailey’s heart. She could imagine it now… a safe made of adamantine—the strongest metal in the world—that required a key to open it, which Nemertes probably hid on a chain around her neck. Hailey wouldn’t need it though. Alec would be strong enough to break through it, or at least phase his hand through the door and un-click the lock somehow.
She lifted the painting, ready to let triumph swarm her, but surprise gripped her instead. It wasn’t a safe. ‘I found a crystal tunnel.’ Tiny lights embedded in its walls revealed a long passageway. 
Aaron darted to her side. ‘Good. I’ll follow it.’
‘We’ll all follow it,’ Hailey corrected.
‘We don’t know what’s on the other side,’ Aaron argued. ‘It could be a hydra they’ve been collecting venom from and poisoning the water with.’
‘We go together,’ she said firmly.
‘I don’t think we have much choice,’ Alec whispered and pointed at the door. 
Voices were drifting towards them. The nereids!
‘Inside. Quickly,’ Aaron hissed, pushing Hailey towards the passageway, which Alec was already scurrying into.
‘No.’ Hailey dug her heels in. ‘We came here to confront them.’
Aaron’s jaw jutted, and Hailey could see him battling the urge to toss her into the tunnel. ‘Hailey, if we hide, we could overhear something. But if they know we’re here, they’ll never talk.’
Of course. Hailey thought. The voices were closer now. She scrambled into the passage, which was tall enough for her to stand up in. Aaron climbed in after her, and replaced the painting to conceal them, the lights embedded in the crystal walls glowing brighter, banishing the darkness. 
‘Looks as though the humans have been in here,’ Nemertes hissed as a door slammed. 
Hailey’s breath hitched. She might have been happy to confront the nereids, but that didn’t mean she was stupid enough not to be terrified.
‘Was it really necessary to return here, sister?’
‘Yes, Nesso,’ Nemertes’s icy voice replied. ‘I wish to watch them die. Every last one of them.’ 
‘And what about the girl?’ 
‘We already have what we want. I do not care what becomes of her. Throw her to the sea-monsters.’
Hailey gulped. She had an odd feeling the girl they were talking about was her, since they’d always hated her just a little more than other humans—thanks to the prophecy about a Zeus defeating the gods. 
‘I do not think he would approve. Or at least his brother would not,’ was the reply.
He? Brother? Now Hailey had no idea what they were talking about.
‘We can devise a plan later,’ Nemertes said, irritation clear in her voice. ‘First we need to find Amathia and repay her for attempting to murder us.’
‘Now I know Poseidon would not approve of us killing her.’
‘Well I do not believe Poseidon would approve of his palace being converted into a school for the very humans who stole his powers, Ligea,’ Nemertes snapped back. ‘We can banish her, at the very least.’
Next to Hailey, Alec stiffened and made a choking sound as his hand flew to his mouth. 
‘Shh,’ Aaron said so quietly she barely heard.
Alec pressed his hand tighter to his mouth, but it didn’t stop his choking turning into a hacking cough that echoed down the passageway. 
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The Maze
‘What was that?’ Nemertes’s voice asked. 
‘We have to go!’ Hailey hissed. She still wanted to confront them, since they hadn’t given up anything about what they’d done to everyone—or how to cure it—but she didn’t think her chances of winning against the nereids would be great if she was trapped in a tunnel.
Aaron took the lead, scurrying as quietly as possible down the lit passageway, which turned to the right. Please don’t let us be heading towards a hydra, Hailey thought, praying to the Tyches the passageway led to a secret spa or something, and not a poisonous monster.
They were moving so quietly that Hailey heard when the nereids removed the painting. ‘They’re coming.’ 
‘Good thing we’ve reached the end,’ Aaron whispered. 
The back of what Hailey assumed was another painting blocked the end of the passageway. Aaron carefully pushed it off the wall, slowly lowering it to the ground. They scrambled out, Hailey breathing a sigh of relief when no monster charged them. 
‘What is this place?’ Alec scratched his head as Aaron fixed the painting back on the wall, not that it would stop the nereids. 
The hallway was a dead-end decorated in life-size paintings of beautiful women. The one that hid the secret passageway they’d come from was of a woman with emerald green eyes like Demi’s—it was Demeter. 
‘I know her.’ Aaron walked up to the painting that covered the back wall, studying the woman with tanned skin and curly brown hair. 
‘Medusa.’ Hailey recognised her from Ancient History.
‘Before Athena turned her into a gorgon,’ Alec added.
The painting of Demeter exploded from the wall, the sound of it clattering against the pearl floor echoing down the hallway. Six nereids glared at them from inside the passageway. 
Nemertes lunged.
At least she tried to, but an invisible wall knocked her back.
‘You can’t touch us.’ Aaron’s hands were raised, his force field keeping the nereids from them. 
‘This place is forbidden,’ Nemertes growled.
‘Why?’ Hailey glanced around, expecting to see something important—like Poseidon’s trident. 
‘That does not concern you.’
‘They’re Poseidon’s mistresses,’ Alec interrupted, staring at the paintings, acting as if he hadn’t even noticed the nereids’ arrival. ‘I recognise most of them from stories… Demeter, Iphimedeia, Amymone—’
‘Who cares, Alec,’ Aaron snapped, keeping his palms raised at the Nereids, who continued to glare with their bloodthirsty eyes. 
‘What have you done to the school?’ Hailey demanded, aiming her question at Nemertes. 
‘Purged it.’ 
‘Give us the cure.’ Aaron nudged his palms forward, and Nemertes hissed as she stumbled back a step with her sisters. 
‘There is no cure. You will all die, just as your friend is.’ Her venomous eyes settled on Alec as he sneezed.
‘Alec?’ Hailey asked, and suddenly realised that of course he was sick. He’d been coughing in the tunnel.
‘I… I…’
‘It’s okay,’ Aaron said. ‘We’ll make them give us the cure.’
‘On the contrary, we will kill you before you can even touch us.’
‘I can hold up my force field all day if I have to.’
‘There are other passages.’ Nemertes spun around, her dress glittering in the tunnel’s lights, and disappeared with her sisters back the way they’d come 
‘Wait!’ Hailey called. ‘Give me the cure!’ 
Two nereids stayed behind. They didn’t bother charging at Aaron’s force field. They just stood there, devious smiles on their faces, blocking Hailey and her friends from escaping back down the passageway. 
‘We need to get out of here.’ Aaron stated the obvious. ‘They’re going to try and cut us off.’
‘But I’m sick,’ Alec protested, looking paler by the second.
‘I know,’ Aaron said. ‘But right now we need to run. There’s no one to protect us from the nereids. And they want to kill us.’
Alec swallowed. ‘Okay.’
Aaron dropped his hands. ‘Run!’
Hailey sprinted down the hallway with her friends.
‘You will never escape.’ The nereids slithered slowly after them. 
Hailey kept running past walls of paintings—all of them of women—and at one point spied an archway with a giant clamshell bed through it. Gross. She cringed, assuming that was where Poseidon took his secret lovers.
The hallway curved to the right, and the three of them stopped so suddenly they ran into each other. 
Hailey’s jaw dropped. Before her loomed a coral wall that stretched to the ceiling. Carved in its centre was an archway, and through it Hailey gazed two pathways and more coral walls. ‘What in Tartarus…?’
‘It’s a maze.’ Alec shook his head, completely baffled. 
‘Why is there a maze in the palace?’ Hailey began doubting if they’d get out of this alive. She peeked back around the corner to check where the two nereids were. Still ages away, slowly gliding towards them. Thank the Tyches nereids don’t believe in running. 
‘I guess Poseidon didn’t want Amphitrite finding out about his little love tribute,’ Aaron remarked.
Alec rubbed his chin. ‘This is good.’
Hailey turned on him. ‘What? We’ll never get out of that thing.’
‘You can escape a maze by following the left slash right-hand rule,’ Alec explained. ‘It’s where you put your left or right hand on the corresponding wall and only follow that wall. It’ll eventually lead to the exit.’
‘We don’t know what’s in there,’ Aaron pointed out. ‘It’s probably where Nemertes and the other nereids are coming from. I say we take on the two nereids in the hall and double back to the tunnel.’ 
Hailey moved to sprint back around the corner just as the painting to her left exploded from the wall and slammed against the ground. Nemertes climbed out of the hidden passageway with the other three nereids, blocking the hallway. 
‘Going somewhere?’ Nemertes sneered.
‘Get in the maze!’ Aaron shouted.
The three of them bolted into it. 
‘You will never make it out alive,’ Nemertes cackled.
‘Keep to the right,’ Alec instructed, pressing his hand to the right coral wall and slowing to a jog.
The coral wall turned to the left and then back to the right again. They passed through more arches and turns until eventually they came to a coral room with seaweed draping down the walls.
‘Weird,’ Aaron remarked as they strode towards the archway at the other end.
‘We will find you,’ Nemertes’s voice taunted somewhere in the distance.
Not if we move fast enough, Hailey thought just as something grabbed her leg. She whipped her head around, expecting to find a nereid hanging on to her ankle. But it wasn’t a nereid. It was seaweed. She tried to tug her leg free, but the seaweed yanked her backwards and she toppled to the ground, where she realised all the seaweed in the room was moving. Slithering down the walls and along the floor like snakes. 
‘Watch out!’ Hailey shouted to Alec and Aaron, who hadn’t realised she’d fallen.
They swung around. ‘Hailey!’ Aaron managed two steps before seaweed twisted around his legs. ‘Argh. Get off me!’
Another strand of seaweed wrapped around Hailey’s other leg and dragged her towards the wall. ‘Let me go!’ She dug her nails into the pearl floor. 
More seaweed looped around her wrists and lifted her backwards. Please don’t eat me. Please don’t eat me. The seaweed secured her to the coral wall, where she struggled to break free as seaweed twisted around her waist and snaked towards her neck. 
Aaron was tied up on the opposite wall, trying to tear at the seaweed with his teeth. ‘Alec, stop standing there and use your strength to get us out!’ Aaron shouted. 
Alec stood where he’d stopped running, not a single piece of seaweed slithering towards him. ‘It will only make things worse.’
‘How?’ Aaron yelled. ‘If we don’t get out of here soon, the nereids will find us and we’ll be tied up for them to kill.’
‘If the seaweed doesn’t kill us first,’ Hailey added, tensing as the seaweed coiled around her neck.
‘This is strangulation seaweed.’ Alec remained statue still. ‘It only attacks when it detects movement. If you stop moving, it’ll let you go.’
Aaron wriggled, the seaweed winding around his chest. ‘Like the sea-anemone in the dungeon?’ 
‘Exactly.’
The seaweed tightened around Hailey’s neck, and she struggled to gasp in air. It wasn’t as though she had too many choices at this point, and fighting definitely wasn’t working. She went limp. Come on.
Let me go. She could feel the nereids closing in, tracking them down.
The seaweed tightened around Hailey, squeezing the air from her lungs like a boa constrictor, and then it turned as slack as… well, ordinary seaweed… and flopped to the ground. Hailey sucked in a breath as her feet hit the pearl floor, and rubbed her tender neck. ‘Now what?’
The seaweed untied Aaron too. ‘We run.’
They sprinted towards the archway near Alec. The seaweed wriggled to life again, diving through the air towards them, striking like a snake, and then it just stopped—falling mid-air back to the ground the second Hailey and her friends passed through the archway. Thank the Tyches, Hailey thought, grateful for whatever magic kept the seaweed contained in the coral room. The nereids were already hunting them down—the last thing she needed was to worry about killer seaweed coming after her too. 
‘Well, this maze just got a whole lot more dangerous.’ Aaron slowed to a walk and followed the right wall down another divide. ‘I think—Ah!’ Aaron shouted and stumbled back, his hand flying to his ankle where the edge of an oyster shell had embedded itself. He gasped in a breath and yanked it out. ‘I guess this maze was designed to do more than get someone lost.’ 
‘Should we go back and choose another path?’ Hailey stared back the way they’d come. She doubted the nereids had missed Aaron’s shout. And she didn’t particularly want razor-sharp shells slicing into her skin.
Alec shook his head. ‘We can’t. We’ll get lost.’
‘So we have to let shells stab us?’ Is he serious?
‘Let’s see how far they go.’ Aaron tossed the bloodied oyster shell down the hallway. A shell fired from both walls when it landed, reminding Hailey of the dart-blowing trees back on the Isle of Trials.
Alec tapped his lip. ‘They’re designed to hit people’s ankles. Interesting.’
‘It’s also good,’ Aaron said. 
‘How?’ If anything Hailey figured it was worse, because if the shells shot them in the ankles too many times, they wouldn’t be able to walk—or run. 
‘Because we can jump over them,’ Aaron explained.
‘We have to look for the slits.’ Alec knelt down and examined the wall. He pressed a finger a few inches from where a tiny slit the length of Hailey’s pinkie finger was carved in the coral. ‘Here. It looks like there’s about fifteen inches between each set.’
‘Let’s do this,’ Aaron prompted.
They lined up next to each other. 
‘Jump when I say go,’ Aaron instructed. ‘Go.’
Hailey jumped forward. She waited to feel the sting of her ankle slicing open, but nothing happened. She jumped over the next set, and the next. 
‘We’re almost there,’ Aaron said when they leapt over the tenth pair.
‘Wait.’ Alec’s breath was fast. He leaned over and coughed. 
‘It’s okay, we’ll get out of this soon,’ Hailey assured him.
Alec regained his breath and straightened. ‘And find the cure, I hope.’
‘It’s a promise,’ Aaron said. 
They jumped again. At the same time, someone said, ‘Found you.’
The voice surprised Hailey and she shot a glance back, losing her balance and hitting the ground on her hands and knees. Searing pain tore through her legs. ‘AH!’ she cried. 
Aaron yanked her to her feet before the coral walls could shoot more shells at her. ‘Are you okay?’
Hailey bit down and pulled the shells from her throbbing calves. ‘Uh huh.’
‘If only Poseidon had been wise enough to poison the shells.’ Hailey glared back at Nemertes, who leered with the other nereids. ‘Come, sisters, let us find another way.’
‘At least they’re not immune to the rooms,’ Alec remarked.
They leapt through the last of the hallway, Hailey’s legs flaring with pain each time and leaving tiny droplets of blood on the white floor.
Aaron shook his head when they reached another intersection. ‘Will this thing ever end?’ 
They veered to the right.
‘What do you think will happen next?’ Hailey imagined a room of sea-urchins that exploded the second someone entered, the urchins’ razor spikes stabbing into their flesh.
‘Flowers.’ Aaron sounded bemused.
Hailey frowned. ‘Flowers?’
‘Flowers,’ he repeated and pointed to the pink, purple, and blue flower buds growing along the coral hallway they’d turned down.
‘Maybe they’re just flowers.’ Hailey inched towards them.
The flowers bloomed open, freezing her, Alec, and Aaron in their tracks. Hailey waited for something to shoot out and grab her, but the hallway only filled with the sweet scent of blossoms. 
‘Huh.’ Aaron ran a hand through his dishevelled hair. ‘I guess they are just flowers.’
‘Poseidon probably liked bringing his lovers here,’ Alec mused as they began moving again.
‘Uck.’ Aaron cringed. ‘I’d rather not think about that.’
A roar tore through the air, paralysing Hailey’s legs and sending her fingers into a tingling frenzy.
‘What was that?’ Alec squeaked.
‘Stay behind me,’ Aaron instructed and began edging forward.
The roar bellowed again, quadrupling Hailey’s heartrate. ‘Stop,’ she begged Aaron, voice barely a whisper. She didn’t want to find out what was making that noise. 
‘That’s where the sound is coming from,’ Alec yelped.
‘We should run,’ Aaron said.
They whipped around, about to sprint back when the nereids appeared in the hallway—about ten yards away—blocking their escape route. 
Hailey swung back to run in the opposite direction. Her heart slammed against her chest as her legs turned limp and she fought the urge to collapse.
At the other end of the hallway stood a monster on two hooved legs. Thick black fur coated its body, and giant curving horns stuck from its head. 
A roar tore from its snout.
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Confrontation
Aaron’s hands shot up, blocking the monster with his force field. It didn’t even bother swiping out one of its black fur-covered arms. It just stood there. 
‘A minotaur!’ Alec choked out. ‘There’s a minotaur in here!’
Hailey glanced back at the nereids. They hadn’t moved. They were still standing in the same spot, smirking. ‘We’re trapped.’ She wasn’t sure which would be worse: getting mauled by a minotaur, or strangled by a nereid. ‘We just want the cure,’ Hailey said, praying to the Tyches that maybe the nereids would let them go. ‘Please, give it to us and let us out of here. We’ll never spy on you again. Promise.’
The smile on Nemertes’s face widened. ‘Why would I do that when I wish you all dead? And you are a Zeus, potentially destined to destroy the gods. Poseidon will reward me for ending your life.’
Nemertes prowled towards them.
‘What now?’ Hailey asked. 
‘I don’t know.’ Aaron glanced from the growling minotaur to the approaching nereids, and then at the flowers. Realisation sparkled in his eyes and his hands dropped. 
‘What are you doing?’ Alec cried. ‘The minotaur!’
Aaron darted in front of Hailey and Alec. Guess it’s death by minotaur, Hailey thought, clutching her necklace. Aaron shoved his palms towards the nereids so hard that they flew into the coral wall at the other end of the hallway, a few bits of coral chipping off and raining down on their unmoving bodies. 
‘Follow me.’ Aaron marched right up to the minotaur. Hailey’s breath caught as she waited for it to attack. To rip Aaron apart. But it only growled. And then Aaron passed straight through it.
Alec gaped. ‘How’s that possible?’ 
‘It’s not real,’ Aaron explained. ‘We didn’t hear or see it until those flowers bloomed. I’m guessing they released a hallucinogenic.’
‘Incredible.’ Alec studied the flowers and then the minotaur. ‘It looks so real.’
‘Come on,’ Aaron prompted. ‘The nereids won’t stay knocked out forever.’
Hailey edged towards the minotaur, clutching her necklace tighter. Its eyes glowed red and focused on her. It’s just a hallucination, she told herself, squeezing her eyes shut as she walked into it. She waited to hit solid muscle and fur.
Someone grabbed her wrist and yanked her. ‘Come on, Hailey.’
Her eyes flew open, and she exhaled when she realised she’d passed through the monster. ‘Sorry,’ she told Aaron. 
Alec sneezed behind her. ‘I really don’t feel well,’ he groaned, skirting around the minotaur.
‘We’ll get out of here soon,’ Aaron assured him. 
They darted down a few more hallways before they reached a coral room with an arch at the end of it that gazed into the familiar jewel-encrusted hallways of Poseidon’s Academy. 
‘The exit!’ Hailey bolted forward, not noticing that the ground was transparent and looked down at a bottomless sea.
‘Hailey, wait!’ Aaron shouted.
There was a whoosh right before Hailey dropped through the floor. Water wrapped around her, the salt stinging the cuts on her calves. She reached up to pull herself back through the hole, but the floor in the maze had re-sealed itself. 
Alec and Aaron’s shocked faces stared at her from above. Aaron was shouting something, but the water and floor muffled his voice.
Hailey banged on the glass, hoping it would re-open. But nothing happened. She wanted to scream in frustration. She’d made it through the maze only to get swallowed by the floor and drown. She supposed one positive was that the water was warm for a change. 
Her lungs burned. Would she have enough air to swim under the palace and re-surface? she wondered, about to take off and find out when Alec pushed Aaron out of the way and gestured for Hailey to move. She swam to the left and watched Alec slam his fist into the ground again and again. Tiny lines splintered along the floor, spider-webbing out and multiplying with each one of Alec’s punches, until it finally shattered, shards of glass raining into the water. 
Aaron dragged Hailey up, and she gasped in a breath. ‘Thanks,’ she told Alec, who was cradling a bloody hand. 
‘Come on.’ Aaron helped Hailey stand up. ‘It’s over now.’
They sprinted through the exit and into the safe hallways of Poseidon’s palace. ‘Where are we?’ Hailey stared down the hallway, having absolutely no idea what part of the palace they were in. She hoped they were near the stable, or somewhere else that they’d be able to navigate their way from, and that they wouldn’t end up wandering through unfamiliar hallways, giving the nereids plenty of time to wake up and hunt them down.
‘No idea,’ Aaron said. ‘But at least we’ve only got one hallway to choose from this time.’
They followed the hallway, Aaron limping from the gash on his ankle, and Alec sniffling while he cradled his injured hand. The cuts on Hailey’s legs throbbed with every step, but she kept moving, knowing they were a long way from being out of danger. A trail of blood and water followed them, but the floor’s self-cleaning magic quickly got rid of the mess, not leaving a single drop of water for the nereids to follow. 
They dragged their battered bodies to the end of the hallway and turned the corner to the right. Tingles swept through Hailey. She blinked, gazing back. ‘Did anyone else feel that?’ 
‘Yeah.’ Aaron reached a hand back the way they’d come. ‘What the…?’
Hailey reached her hand out, too, her fingers pressing against an invisible wall that sent pins and needles across her palm. ‘It’s a force field.’
‘This is the barrier PET was trying to get through.’ Alec pointed to the ground. The pearl floor was singed—like someone had been throwing fireballs at it, or explosive potions. 
Aaron scratched his head. ‘How did we get through?’ 
Alec pressed his hand against the invisible barrier. It rippled slightly, just like Aaron’s force field did whenever someone touched it. ‘It must allow people out but not in.’
‘There wasn’t anything in there but a deadly maze,’ Hailey said, not understanding what purpose the force field served—Tartarus, she didn’t even understand what the maze was for. Poseidon’s trident isn’t in there, just like Amathia said. 
‘Yes, there was,’ Alec countered. ‘There were all those paintings—and that room. Poseidon didn’t want Amphitrite to find out about his affairs. That’s why the barrier is here. He was hiding his lust.’
‘He must’ve been really paranoid about her finding out if he added in the maze,’ Aaron remarked. 
‘Why didn’t Amathia let PET in if that’s all it was?’ Hailey found it hard to believe Amathia would risk the palace being blown up to hide Poseidon’s affairs, which were pretty well-known. 
‘Pride,’ Aaron said simply. ‘It was the one thing she could keep from them—intruders who took over her home. If I were her, I wouldn’t have let them past the barrier either.’
Cough. Cough. Cough. Alec moaned. ‘I feel horrible.’
‘Come on, let’s get you to the fourth floor before the nereids find their way out of the maze,’ Aaron said.
They managed to find their way back to the entryway.
‘I’ll go alone,’ Alec said, stopping Hailey and Aaron when they started for the stairs. ‘You need to get ready for the nereids.’
‘What are you three doing down here?’ Hailey’s head shot up to Madam Grayson descending the stairs. Uh oh. ‘I told you to come straight back to quarantine.’ She crossed her arms when she reached them, waiting for them to explain themselves. 
‘My dad had other plans,’ Aaron informed her. ‘The nereids escaped and he wanted us to find them.’
‘WHAT?! He wanted you to find them? They would have killed you. What was he thinking?’
‘They tried to kill us,’ Hailey muttered under her breath.
Madam Grayson’s eyes narrowed. ‘What happened to your hand, Alec? And why are you wet, Hailey? What did you do?’ 
‘The nereids caught us spying and made it clear they wanted us dead. We’re pretty sure they’re coming for us still.’ Hailey figured there was no point in lying. ‘And I fell through a trapdoor into the sea—Alec cut his hand breaking the glass.’
Madam Grayson’s mouth popped open. ‘I… I… I don’t even know what to say. How do you three keep finding yourselves in these situations? I don’t—’ Alec coughed, drawing Madam Grayson’s attention. Sweat glistened on his brow and dripped down the back of his neck. ‘Alec, you’re sick.’
Alec swallowed. ‘I know. I’m heading for the fourth floor.’ He hesitated, almost as though he thought going upstairs would seal his fate—that reporting to “sick bay” would give Poseidon’s Plague permission to overtake his body. ‘Good luck,’ he finally said, and disappeared up the stairs.
‘Where’s Amathia?’ Aaron asked. ‘She needs to know her sisters are on the loose.’
Madam Grayson’s face fell. ‘She’s not here. She left to find a rare plant sap that she believes can cure everyone.’
‘What?!’ Hailey couldn’t believe it—the one person who actually had a shot at stopping the nereids wasn’t even here. ‘When is she coming back?’ 
‘I don’t know. But we need to get out of here before the nereids find you.’ Her gaze flicked to the left archway, ready for them to come slithering out at any moment. 
Aaron shook his head. ‘We can’t hide from them. We need to find out what they did to everyone. If we catch one, could you look into her mind and see how they created Poseidon’s Plague?’
‘I can only see into someone’s mind when it’s open. And I guarantee the nereids will block me from their memories the second I come near them.’
‘What if you took them by surprise?’ Aaron pressed. 
Madam Grayson pondered that for a second before saying, ‘That would work. They wouldn’t be able to block me once I’d gained access. But we need a plan.’ 
Hailey waited in the grounds for the nereids. The jewel trees glittered in the sun, and the diamond floor sparkled. Her heart pounded against her ribcage, and she clutched her necklace, gazing up at the sunny sky, feeling her nerves ease slightly. So much relied on this plan; if she screwed it up, everyone in the palace would die. 
‘Where are the other humans?’
Hailey tore her eyes from the sky, a trickle of fear running down her spine when she spotted Nemertes and the other nereids piling into the grounds a few yards from her. ‘Sick. They went to the fourth floor.’
Nemertes glanced around the grounds, searching for anyone who might be hiding, before focusing her deadly gaze back on Hailey. ‘Why are you waiting here? I thought you would be cowering away somewhere.’
‘I’m not afraid of you.’ Hailey kept her voice even, despite the fact she was as terrified as a rabbit fleeing from a Stymphalian bird. ‘And I need answers. I’m giving you one more chance to tell me how to cure Poseidon’s Plague.’
Nemertes laughed. ‘Are you threatening me?’ Her eyes turned poisonous. ‘You are a filthy human. You are nothing but an animal that provides the gods with nourishment. And now it is time for you to die.’
Nemertes lunged.
‘NOW!’ Hailey threw her hands forward. A gale of wind slammed into Nemertes. She cried out in surprise and crashed into the other nereids, knocking them to the ground like bowling pins. 
Aaron sprinted from around the palace and grabbed one of the fallen nereids—Pherusa, if Hailey remembered correctly—tossing her a few feet away and then throwing his hands up before the other nereids, who had scrambled to their feet, could attack. 
‘It touched me!’ Pherusa shrieked, swiping at her arms.
‘Release us.’ Nemertes’s voice was as deadly as a snake’s bite. 
‘No.’ Aaron smirked when Nemertes rammed her fists against his force field.
‘Oh no you don’t,’ Hailey said when Pherusa leapt to her feet and lunged for Aaron. Hailey kicked her leg out, her foot connecting with the nereid’s ribs.
Pherusa wailed, clutching her side as she hit the ground. Her teeth gritted together and she snarled at Hailey like a rabid dog. It gave Madam Grayson—who had appeared from behind the palace—a chance to sneak up behind the nereid and press her fingers against the nymph’s temples.
Pherusa stiffened.
‘Get away from her!’ the other nereids screeched, and rammed their fists against the force field again and again. Great big ripples shot across it. But it stayed strong.
‘Can you hold it?’ Hailey asked.
‘Yeah.’ A trickle of sweat ran down Aaron’s face. ‘This is nothing compared to a cyclops.’
‘Just a little more.’ Madam Grayson pushed her fingertips harder against Pherusa’s temples. 
Pherusa’s hands clenched into fists. 
‘Anything?’ Hailey asked. 
‘She’s fighting.’ Madam Grayson’s voice was strained. ‘I need to concentrate.’
Hailey translated that to shut up and let me work, so she did, fiddling with her necklace and pacing in front of a topaz tree. They were so close. As soon as they knew what the nereids had done, they could reverse it. Maybe the nereids couldn’t offer up a cure, but she had faith that if Madam Norwood and her Hecates knew the source of the disease, they’d be able to brew a cure. 
‘It can’t be,’ Madam Grayson gasped. 
Hailey’s eyes snapped to her. ‘What is it?’
Madam Grayson stumbled back from Pherusa, her bemused hazel eyes settling on Hailey. ‘Something impossible. They’ve—’
‘Incoming!’ Aaron shouted.
Hailey whirled around in time to see Nemertes launch what looked like a sea-urchin over Aaron’s force field. And then she was hitting the ground, hard, with Madam Grayson throwing herself on top of Hailey, acting as a human shield. 
There was a whizzing sound, followed by Madam Grayson and Aaron’s cries. Madam Grayson stiffened, her body rolling off Hailey. Hailey leapt to her feet and cringed when she saw the tiny spikes sticking out of her overseer’s back like acupuncture needles.
Madam Grayson’s breathing became shallow as her skin paled, turning almost translucent. ‘Madam Grayson?’ Hailey’s voice shook. ‘What do I do?’
‘Fight,’ Madam Grayson moaned.
Hailey gulped and turned back to the nereids, who were still stuck behind Aaron’s force field.
Aaron was on his knees, his arms shaking. Hailey noticed the spikes in his legs and reached to pull them out.
‘Don’t,’ he wheezed. ‘Poison.’
Hailey glared at Nemertes. ‘What’s the antidote?’ 
‘An Asclepius. Your friends will be dead within the hour.’
‘I can’t hold it. I’m sorry, Hailey.’ Aaron slumped to the ground. 
Nemertes launched forward just as Hailey threw her hands out and jumped back. A few jewels on the topaz tree near her chinked to the ground as a gust of wind charged at the nereids, tossing them backwards. 
Hailey lifted her arms above her head, the warmth flowing from her fingers burning like steam as she poured all of the anger and hate she harboured for the nereids into the sky. They were responsible for everything. Because of them her friends were dying. Because of them Hailey was imprisoned in the Underworld. Because of them she had nightmares. Because of them the prophecy could come true. Because of them she might have to face the gods one day. 
The sky blackened and wind bellowed around the grounds, increasing in ferocity as Hailey focused on creating a tornado strong enough to carry the nereids to the other side of the world.
‘Okaeat.’
The warmth flowing through Hailey’s fingers cut off as the sky vanished, replaced by water. ‘NO!’ she cried as the palace plunged through the sea.
‘You are not worthy of Zeus’s powers.’ Nemertes was back on her feet with her sisters. ‘He and Poseidon will praise me when I inform them I killed the one person capable of thwarting them.’ She prowled towards Hailey, who backed away until she reached the grounds’ edge, stopping just a few inches in front of the force field. 
She glanced about for an escape route, but the other nereids fanned out around her. The only way out was through the force field, and she didn’t think drowning would achieve anything. Hailey swallowed down her fear and straightened when Nemertes stopped in front of her.
The nymph’s hand reached to shove Hailey into the sea, or to choke her, she didn’t know. Hailey ducked and swept her leg, kicking Nemertes’s feet out from under her and sprinting forward. The other nereids swarmed her.
Hailey kicked and punched with no real direction. All she knew was that she had to get away. To escape so she could get help for Madam Grayson and Aaron, and then Madam Grayson could tell Madam Norwood what the nereids had done.
The nereids snarled and shouted as Hailey’s fists and feet pummelled into flesh. But instead of retreating, they tightened the circle around her, clawing at Hailey’s arms and tearing at her hair. A blow to the stomach pushed the air from her lungs, and she collapsed to her knees, gasping.
The nereids loomed around her, breaking their tight circle to let Nemertes in. She held one of the poisonous urchin darts that had taken down Aaron and Madam Grayson. ‘This death is far too kind for you. But I would rather watch you die now than allow you time to escape while we devise a more painful end.’
‘Gee – thanks,’ Hailey puffed out, clutching her aching stomach as she tried to regain her breath. ‘Glad to know – you no longer plan – on feeding me to the – sea-monsters.’
Nemertes paused, and Hailey noticed a very slight raise of one eyebrow. ‘I never planned on feeding you to the sea-monsters.’ Realisation smoothed her features. ‘Ah, you were spying. I was not speaking about you.’
‘Then who were you talking about?’
‘Get away from her!’ Hope stood by the palace doors, a few yards away. 
Nemertes laughed, not at all worried by Hope. ‘I don’t think so. And if you were wise, you would leave.’
Hope sucked in a breath before pitching something into the circle of nereids. Hailey recognised the vial she’d taken from the Hecate room, right before it shattered on the ground. Gold liquid leaked over the diamond floor before exploding into a shower of dust that rained over the grounds like a glitter bomb.
Hailey pinched her nose and clamped her lips shut, not wanting to inhale a single fleck. The nereids collapsed almost instantly, their eyes drooping shut. I guess they can sleep if there’s a spell involved.
‘Are you okay?’ Hope stepped over the fallen nereids and helped Hailey up. ‘Did they poison you?’
Hailey blinked, too shocked to answer. The nereids had been about to kill her, and a vial of gold liquid had taken them all out. Her luck was barely comprehensible. Thank you, Tyches.
Hope shook her shoulders. ‘Hailey. Did they get you with poison?’
‘No,’ Hailey finally said, snapping back to reality and letting her breath out. ‘But they got Aaron and Madam Grayson.’ She glanced at their bodies. They look so still.

‘Madam Mendem needs to heal them. I’ll get her.’ Hope bolted for the palace.
Hailey settled down beside Aaron, glancing anxiously at the nereids. Their bodies twitched, but they didn’t get up—they were still asleep, for now. ‘It’ll all be okay,’ she told Aaron. ‘Hope’s getting help. She took out all the nereids. Which is weird since she’s supposed to be sick,’ Hailey continued, voicing her thoughts aloud. ‘But she looks fine. Unless she died and her powers brought her back. But she hasn’t been sick that long… Maybe Poseidon’s Plague works differently in immortals—maybe it only makes them sick for a little while. It doesn’t matter. That’s not important. I just hope she gets back here soon with Madam Mendem.’ 
‘I’m here – it’s okay,’ Madam Mendem said five minutes later. She was puffing, but she didn’t bother stopping to catch her breath; she moved straight to Aaron, plucking the darts from his legs and placing her hands over the small wounds. ‘Poison is tricky,’ she told Hailey. ‘It’ll take me a little while – to draw it out.’
‘But he’ll be fine? And Madam Grayson too?’
Madam Mendem nodded. ‘Yes.’ 
‘Hailey.’ Hope lingered behind Madam Mendem, biting her lip. ‘Can you come with me? Please.’ 
‘I want to wait until Madam Grayson wakes up. I need to know what she saw.’
‘Please, Hailey. It’s important. It won’t take long.’
Hailey didn’t want to leave, but Hope looked desperate to talk to her. ‘I’ll be back,’ she told Madam Mendem who had her eyes closed, deep in concentration. Hailey followed Hope towards the palace, the cuts on her legs beginning to sting again now that her adrenaline rush had worn off. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked when Hope led her into the entryway and through the left archway.
‘I need to show you something,’ she said, not slowing. ‘So you understand.’
‘Understand what? And why aren’t you sick? Did you die?’
Hope didn’t answer. She kept walking. 
Hailey grabbed her shoulder, spinning her around. ‘What’s going on?’
‘We need to get to Amathia’s classroom.’ Hope tried to turn back, but Hailey tightened her grip.
‘No. I want to know what’s happening. Right now.’
Hope hesitated. ‘Okay. But promise me you’ll let me explain afterwards.’
‘Explain what?’ Hailey didn’t have time for this. She was two seconds away from turning back.
‘Please, you have to promise.’
‘Okay. Fine. I promise.’
Hope took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly before speaking. ‘It was me. I’m the one who made everyone sick.’ She drew back a little, as if expecting Hailey to hit her. But Hailey only frowned. 
‘What do you mean it was you?’
‘My name isn’t Hope. It’s Pandora.’ 
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Pandora
‘What in Tartarus are you talking about?’ Pandora was a woman the gods had created and sent to earth with a box filled with every evil imaginable. ‘Pandora was alive when the gods were. She’s been dead for centuries. And she had a box that contained evil. All you had when we found you was a sword.’ Hailey was starting to think the island had destroyed Hope’s sanity. 
‘History is wrong. Yes, I was alive when the gods ruled, but they didn’t create me and give me a box of evils—that’s nothing more than an exaggeration. The true story is that my father was Zeus, and my mother was a mortal he had an affair with. I am a demigod who has the power to spread a deadly disease.’ 
‘What? You’re serious?’
Hope nodded and reached for Hailey’s arm.
Hailey ripped it from her grasp. ‘Don’t touch me!’ Hope flinched as if she’d slapped her. ‘You did this? You made Demi, Jayden, Alec—everyone—sick? We rescued you from that island. We befriended you.’
‘I know.’ Tears glistened in Hope’s eyes. ‘That’s why I couldn’t go through with it. The price for my freedom was too high.’ 
Anger tore through Hailey’s confusion, possessing her like a bloodthirsty minotaur. She grabbed the front of Hope’s shirt. ‘Make it stop!’ she demanded. ‘Make everyone better.’
‘I will. But first you need to understand. You promised you’d let me explain.’
Hailey tightened her grip. ‘No. Cure them now! Demi is about to die because of you.’
‘I know.’ Tears streamed down Hope’s face. ‘But she still has a few more days left. You have time to hear why I did what I did.’
Hailey shoved her back, Hope stumbling against the crystal wall. ‘There is no explanation—absolutely none—as to why you would kill an entire school.’ 
‘I can show you why,’ Hope pleaded. ‘Please, come to Amathia’s classroom.’
Hailey didn’t want to go anywhere with her. She couldn’t believe it. This whole time it had been Hope—Pandora—causing Poseidon’s Plague. And what made it worse was that Hailey had brought her to the Academy. 
‘I won’t hurt you,’ Pandora promised, sensing Hailey’s trepidation. ‘I’ve kept you safe. I protected you from the disease—and the nereids.’
Hailey ground her teeth, wanting nothing more than to strangle Hope—she’d come back to life after all… and then Hailey could strangle her again and again until she cured Poseidon’s Plague. 
‘I’ll only tell you how to stop the disease if you come with me,’ Pandora said, sensing Hailey’s thoughts. 
‘Fine,’ she gave in. She followed Pandora to Amathia’s classroom, her mind reeling, trying to comprehend how the person who’d pretended to be her friend for the past few weeks was actually Zeus’s daughter and had come here to kill them all. Hailey stared around the Ancient History classroom. ‘What’s in here that will make me understand?’
‘This.’ Pandora touched the memory ball on Amathia’s desk. 
The world flashed white, and Hailey was overcome with the sharp metallic scent of blood as she re-emerged in front of a mud brick house. She was sitting in the dirt, crying over a woman whose head rested in her lap. The woman’s lips were blue, and blood poured from her empty eyes. 
‘Mama, come back.’ Hailey wept, or more like Pandora did. 
‘She’s dead.’ Hailey’s head snapped up and her body went cold. A man she recognised from Ancient History stared down at her. A crown of gold leaves rested in his silver hair, and the air around him seemed to hum with electricity. ‘They all are.’
All? Hailey wiped at her tears and running nose, and gazed around the village. Bodies littered the ground, lying in pools of blood. Hailey spotted one person collapsed against the door of a mud brick house, dried blood caking their face. It looked as if they’d been trying to get home before the sickness claimed them, but they never made it inside.
Nausea twisted Hailey’s stomach; if she’d been in her own body, she would have vomited. Instead, she was overcome by another burst of tears. 
‘I don’t understand.’ Her voice was thick with grief. ‘Why am I alive when they are all dead?’ She looked up at the man, her vision blurred.
He stepped towards her, face impassive. ‘Do you know who I am?’
Hailey shook her head, wiping at her eyes again.
‘I am Zeus. Your father.’ 
Hailey shifted her mother’s head to the ground and rose to her knees, bowing her head. ‘Forgive me, I did not recognise you.’
‘Enough of that.’ Zeus lifted Hailey’s chin so that she saw his azure blue eyes—the same eye colour she wore most days. ‘You are a demigod and my daughter. You bow to no one.’
Gingerly, Hailey stood, the grey tunic she wore resting a few inches above the ground. ‘I do not understand. My mother never mentioned you.’
‘I asked her not to. My wife, Hera, has a special love for torturing the women I share my bed with. I managed to keep my affair with your mother a secret, which is why I have never visited you before. For your own protection.’
‘So why have you come now?’
‘I felt you needed me.’ He surveyed the dead bodies. ‘You killed them, you know.’
‘What?’ Hailey stumbled back, losing her balance and hitting the ground. ‘I didn’t kill anyone. They became ill a few weeks ago. They did not recover. They just died.’
‘Because of you,’ Zeus said, not bothering to help her up. ‘You’re a demigod, which means you have a power. Your power is to spread disease.’
Hailey gasped in tiny breaths of air, feeling as though she were suffocating. ‘No. You’re lying.’
‘I’m sorry, Pandora, but it’s true. Why do you think you are the only one the disease spared?’
‘I… I…’
‘It’s all right. It’s a lot to take in,’ Zeus said. ‘But I came here to help you. I can teach you to control your powers so that you never harm anyone again.’
‘Really? You would do that?’
‘You are my daughter.’ He reached a hand down to her. ‘Come with me.’
Hailey didn’t take it. ‘What about my mother?’ She crawled to where she lay, dirt smearing her tunic. ‘I cannot leave her here.’ 
Hailey could sense Zeus’s impatience, but he did a good job of masking it. ‘I cannot restore her, but I can grant her new life.’
‘How?’
‘Move away and I will show you.’
Hailey pressed a kiss on the dead woman’s cold forehead and shuffled away, standing back up beside Zeus, who waved a hand. Hailey gasped, watching in complete awe as tree branches sprang from the dead woman’s arms and head, her skin flaking off as bark grew over her body. In the blink of an eye, she transformed into a cedar tree, with markings that resembled a face staring from its trunk. Just like the trees on the island, Hailey realised.
‘See, now she can live for eternity.’ Zeus smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He held his hand out to her again. ‘Come with me.’
Still, Hailey didn’t take it. She walked to the tree and pressed a palm against the rough bark, inhaling the rich scent of wood and sweet smell of sap. ‘Are you in there, Mother?’ 
‘She’s a tree,’ Zeus said, impatience progressing to his voice. ‘She cannot speak.’
‘Oh.’ Hailey’s shoulders slumped. She regarded the other dead bodies. ‘What about them? Can you gift them with eternal life too?’
‘Why?’ 
‘Because I murdered them, and I couldn’t live with myself if they were just dead. They deserve something.’
Zeus sighed, acting as if she’d asked him to do something menial, like wash up dishes. ‘Fine. But then we are leaving.’ He swished his hand around the village, creaks and moans filling the air as branches sprang from the other bodies. Houses shattered as trees sprouted through roofs, and soon the village resembled a copse. One that looked exactly like the area Hailey and the other second years had met the dryads in. But this wasn’t a forest, and this wasn’t in the middle of the sea, so it couldn’t be the same place. But why do the trees look like they have faces? 
‘Satisfied?’
Hailey nodded. She brushed her fingers against the tree that was once the dead woman. ‘Goodbye, Mama. I love you.’ She took Zeus’s hand. 
White light flooded the memory, and Hailey expected to re-emerge in the classroom. Instead, she appeared in an ancient city, drifting through a marketplace crowded with stalls and carts, the stench of fish mingled with stale sweat heavy in the air. The people around her coughed and sneezed. A woman beside her collapsed to the dirt. ‘Please help,’ she begged, reaching a hand towards Hailey as blood streamed from her eyes. 
‘This can’t be happening again.’ Hailey shook her head. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she told the woman. ‘I’ll fix this.’ The woman’s head lolled to the ground, blood spilling from the corner of her mouth. ‘Zeus,’ Hailey called. ‘Zeus, please. I need your help.’
Forks of lightning struck the ground, sending dirt puffing into the air, as Zeus materialised. The people in the market dropped to the ground, bowing their heads low towards the god. 
‘Yes, Pandora?’
‘It’s happening again, Zeus. Everyone here is getting sick.’ She waved her hand around at the bowing people, who muffled their coughs and sneezes against their hands. ‘I cannot control it.’
Hailey caught a flicker of something in Zeus’s eyes—satisfaction? ‘That is unfortunate. I will take you somewhere else.’
‘No. I do not wish to make anyone else ill.’
‘Once you leave, everyone’s health will return. And we can focus more on controlling your powers.’
‘Really? They will recover?’
‘Yes.’ Zeus held his hand out. ‘Come, daughter, let us find you a new home.’
Hailey took his hand and soon found herself in another city. She visited two more after that one, each having the same ending: people became sick and Zeus took Pandora somewhere else, promising that everyone would get better if she left. 
And then came a memory of her sitting in an orchard of olive trees, hugging her legs and crying. ‘Make it stop! Please, make it stop!’
‘You cannot hide, Pandora.’ A man gripping a scythe glowered down at her through bleeding eyes.
‘I’m sorry.’ Hailey stumbled to her feet. ‘I didn’t mean to make you ill. If I leave you will get better.’
The man laughed bitterly. ‘Better? Perhaps you would like to tell that to the three cities of dead people.’
‘What? No. You’re lying. Zeus said if I left they would recover. They would live.’
‘He lied. The gods lie. Do you not know that? Word is travelling throughout the lands to beware of Pandora, the bringer of death.’
‘I promise I don’t want this. I can’t control it.’
‘You might only be a child, but your reign of death ends now.’ The man drew back his scythe, the sharp blade glinting in the sunlight. 
Hailey screamed and bolted through the trees.
‘Our blood is on your hands, Pandora!’ the man yelled.
Hailey didn’t look back to see if he followed her. She kept running until her legs gave out. She collapsed in a field of barley, deep wrenching sobs tearing through her body. Hailey felt for Pandora, imagining how awful it would have been to be responsible for killing your mother and your entire village, not to mention everyone you came in contact with. But those had been accidents. What Pandora did at Poseidon’s Academy was on purpose, and that washed away Hailey’s sympathy. 
It wasn’t long before Zeus appeared in his usual strikes of lightning. ‘Time to move again?’ 
‘You!’ Her voice was pure fury. ‘You lied to me.’ 
‘When?’
‘About the people I infected. You told me if I left they would get better. But I know they all died. Why did you keep taking me to cities knowing I would kill everyone? You were supposed to be teaching me to control my powers.’
Zeus considered her for a second and then shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose there is no point in lying. All those people you killed deserved death. They were humans who had begun straying from worship. Humans that were speaking out against me and my kin. I will not tolerate such insolence from the creatures I created. You were a tool to teach them and send a message to others—not to cross the gods.’
‘You used me!’ Hailey cried. ‘I hate you! I never want to see you again!’
‘Think carefully before banishing me from your life, Pandora. Without me you will be completely alone in this world. Is that what you desire?’
‘Yes! I would rather live alone than have you use me as a weapon. I never want to harm anyone again.’ 
‘You will. You will never learn to control your power. Enjoy your life of loneliness.’ Zeus dematerialised. 
The world flashed white and Hailey appeared in a sunlit copse, lying under a cedar tree with a face on it. She recognised it as the tree that had once been Pandora’s mother. It wasn’t long before what looked like a moon beam hit the ground. A young woman appeared in it, carrying a gold bow and wearing a crescent moon diadem. 
Hailey shot to her feet. ‘Who are you?’
‘Artemis, your half-sister.’ 
‘My sister? Did Zeus send you? I will not kill anyone else for him.’ 
Artemis leaned her bow against the cedar tree. ‘Zeus doesn’t know I am here. I have heard your pleas to be rescued, to be saved, and I am here to answer them.’
‘How?’
‘Like this.’ Artemis threw her arms out. 
Tremors tore through the ground, and the earth moaned as cracks ripped through it. Hailey thought it was an earthquake, but then she realised the ground was shifting. The tiny copse that had once been a village was breaking away and drifting into the sea like a floating island. What in Tartarus?
It was a while before everything became still again. 
Hailey gazed around. ‘What did you do?’
‘I am creating a forest for you,’ Artemis explained. ‘My aunt Demeter has leant me her powers.’ She threw her arms out again and the ground shook once more, expanding and growing out in every direction as trees and bushes multiplied, creating a forest. Next she clicked her fingers, and beside her materialised golden hinds, pegasi, hares, birds, dryads, naiads, and dozens more creatures. 
Athena petted a golden hind between its antlers. ‘These creatures have volunteered to move here and keep you company,’ Artemis said. ‘You can only spread your disease to humans, so you are safe to become friends with the nymphs. You do not have to be forever alone, Pandora.’
Pandora scooped up a baby hedgehog, cuddling it in her arms. ‘Why? Why would you do all of this for me?’
‘Because I, too, was born from one of Zeus’s affairs, and Hera tortured my mother, so I harbour great sympathy for those who have endured similar mistreatment.’ Artemis gazed around, admiring her handiwork. ‘You will be safe here. There are no monsters, only gentle creatures.’
Hailey burst into tears. She placed the hedgehog down and rushed to Artemis, wrapping her arms around the goddess. ‘Thank you.’ 
Artemis stiffened, acting as though she’d never been hugged before. ‘I must return Demeter’s powers.’
‘Of course.’ Hailey stepped back, wiping at her eyes. ‘Thank her for me, too, please.’
‘She doesn’t know what I used them for.’ Artemis retrieved her bow from the tree. ‘I am the only one who will know of this place. If Hera ever found out, it would not end well for you.’ Artemis vanished, and so did the world. When it popped back, Hailey was standing with a dryad who had hanging moss for hair; it was Azaria—the head dryad her class had met on their Monsters and Creatures excursion. 
‘I can’t believe it’s been a year since this became my home,’ Hailey told Azaria, smiling at the trees with faces. ‘Thank you for staying with me all this time.’
‘Of course,’ Azaria replied. ‘I love you, Pandora. Everyone does.’
‘That’s not true.’ Pandora’s shoulders slumped. ‘The world hates me. They think I am evil because I killed so many people. They don’t understand that Zeus tricked me into it. They call me the bringer of death.’
‘You are not evil, Pandora. You are as innocent as the golden hinds that roam these woods. You never have to harm anyone again.’
‘I can make sure of that.’
Hailey’s head whipped around. A woman wearing a peacock blue gown and a gold diadem in her auburn hair stood behind her. Hera! ‘How did you get into my forest?’ 
‘You don’t recognise me?’
Hailey shook her head.
Hera’s features hardened. ‘I am Hera, Queen of the Gods—and Zeus’s wife.’
Hailey gulped. ‘How did you learn of this place? It was meant to be a secret.’
‘Oh, Artemis had a little too much ambrosia wine and was bragging about how she had hidden you from me. But I found you. And now it’s time for you to pay for your mother’s sins.’ Hera clicked her fingers. When Artemis had done it, docile creatures had appeared. This time monsters blinked into existence… hydras, Nemean lions, cyclopes, arachnes, and chimeras.
Medusa! Hailey bolted, not daring to turn back as hisses and growls sounded behind her. She ran and ran, darting through the trees and leaping over fallen branches. This memory sucks! Hailey thought, just as something grabbed her ankle, tripping her a few yards from a flowing stream. She flipped onto her back, terror clawing at her heart. 
‘Come to me, dinner.’ An arachne yanked on a line of spider web attached to Hailey’s boot. 
‘No!’ Hailey screamed, trying to kick free. But the arachne dragged her closer, twigs and dead leaves scratching against her legs and hands as the monster reeled her in like a fish. Not another giant spider! Hailey thought, wishing she could close her eyes and be back in Amathia’s classroom. 
‘Take my hand, Pandora.’ Hailey glanced back. A naiad stood half-submerged in the stream, reaching her hand out. Hailey flipped onto her stomach and stretched out her arm, but she couldn’t reach.
‘Just a little further,’ the arachne cooed, yanking the web again.
Hailey dug her nails into the dirt and tried to kick free. The boot attached to the arachne’s web loosened and Hailey shot forward, grabbing the naiad’s hand and splashing into the stream. Her body flowed with airiness, like she was floating, and then she was coming up from the water in a field of daisies.
‘Thank you,’ Hailey told the naiad, slumping down on the ground. 
‘I’m sorry, Pandora, but the woods are no longer safe for you.’
Hailey shifted onto her knees, the sun beating down on her. ‘Please, I don’t want to be alone. My friends are in the forest. It is my home.’ 
The naiad’s crystal blue eyes brimmed with regret. ‘We cannot protect you from the monsters. I am sorry.’
‘No!’ Hailey cried when the naiad sank down in the stream and vanished. ‘Don’t leave me!’ She clawed at the water. ‘Please, come back!’ 
The world flashed white for what felt like the hundredth time, and Hailey waited to see where she’d appear next, but this time she came out of the memories, back into the classroom. Pandora lingered by the memory ball, eyes hesitant.
Hailey wasn’t sure what to say or do. Pandora’s memories were a lot to take in. All those dead people… she’d killed so many—or more like Zeus had tricked her into it. 
Pandora must’ve taken Hailey’s silence as a sign that she wanted to hear more because she went on to say, ‘After that I wandered from place to place for a couple of years. I found that I could control my powers better, but eventually people got sick if I stayed anywhere too long. I used to beg Asclepius to heal them. Sometimes he did... Sometimes he didn’t. I spent most of those months alone. And then the gods died and the worst thing imaginable happened… I absorbed the power of immortality, becoming cursed to a life of utter despair. The one positive was that I could return to the forest and be with my mother and friends again without fear of dying—at least not permanently. The monsters killed me hundreds of times over the years, but I always came back.’ 
Hailey felt sympathy swelling in her again, thinking about how alone Pandora must have felt and knowing it would never end. But that didn’t explain why she’d decided to come out of her isolation to kill them. ‘Did the dryads and naiads tell you to kill us?’ Hailey asked, thinking the only explanation was that they were friends with the nereids and wanted to help them take Poseidon’s Academy back. 
‘No,’ Pandora said, her voice sad with regret. ‘Nemertes came to me. I don’t know how she found me, but she did. She told me she could take my powers away and make me normal so that I could leave the forest and live a human life where I never made anyone sick. And that I could grow old and die like I’ve been dreaming about for centuries. But the price was coming here and using my disease-spreading power. I told her I didn’t want to hurt anyone. But she said you were all cruel and had stolen her and her sisters’ home, and that you were planning to kill them.’
That does sound like something Nemertes would say.
Pandora rubbed a finger on Amathia’s coral desk. ‘I’ve killed so many people throughout my life, and I thought what’s another few hundred? Especially when they’re bad people. After that I would never kill again. I agreed, and then I found out that Nemertes lied to me. You weren’t cruel. You were good. But it was too late. I couldn’t stop what had already started, so I tried to help.’
Hailey scoffed. ‘To help? What did you ever do to help us?’
‘I told you that I learned to control my powers a little over time, enough that I can protect certain people from getting sick—at least for a little while. I kept you and Aaron safe, and Madam Norwood, and most of the Hecates. I protected you. And I pretended to be sick because it would slow the disease down if I wasn’t around you.’
‘But you knew there was no cure so it was all pointless.’
‘That’s not true.’ Pandora stepped away from the desk. ‘No one has ever tried to create a cure before. I hoped that you could.’
‘Why didn’t you just tell us? Why did you wait until the absolute last second to reveal who you were?’
‘Because I didn’t want you to hate me. I was praying to the Tyches that you would find a cure and no one would ever learn I was responsible for Poseidon’s Plague, and that I could keep living here.’ Pandora’s shoulders slumped. ‘I guess there is no cure.’
Fury bubbled inside Hailey so strong she had to grip the desk beside her. ‘You let people suffer because you didn’t want us to find out the truth? That’s not an excuse, Pandora. If you’d admitted to us what the nereids had asked you to do, we could have helped somehow before you spread your disease.’ Hailey took a breath, the image of Demi dying in her bed with blood pouring from her eyes flashed into her mind. ‘And Demi. You made her one of the first people to get sick. Why would you do that to her when she hasn’t done anything to you?’
‘I didn’t want to,’ Pandora pleaded. ‘But I didn’t have a choice. I was spending so much time with you and the others that if none of you had gotten sick, the nereids would have suspected something. I wouldn’t have let her die though. I swear. I am so sorry, Hailey.’ She moved towards her.
‘No.’ Hailey threw up a hand to stop her. ‘Sorry doesn’t change anything. What you’ve done is terrible. And yes, the life you had was also terrible, but that doesn’t mean you get to say sorry and be forgiven for trying to kill everyone.’
‘Hailey, I—’
‘I don’t want to hear any more, Hope—Pandora—whatever your name is. I want you to reverse what you’ve done. Now.’
‘Of course.’ Pandora drew a dagger from her boot.
Hailey tensed. ‘What are you doing?’
‘The only way to stop the disease is for me to stop using my powers, and to do that I have to die.’
‘But you’re immortal.’
‘Yes, but there are ways for me to stay dead longer than usual. If I stab myself, I will stay dead for a few days before my body finally pushes the dagger out. It will give Madam Mendem enough time to heal everyone. Although you might need to bring in more Asclepiuses.’
‘But their powers don’t work on your disease.’
‘Only because I was spreading it. Once I’m dead the disease will be too. Trust me, it’ll work.’ She plunged the dagger into her heart.
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Blue Skies
Hailey fiddled with her necklace as she watched Madam Mendem clasp Demi’s deathly white hands. Blood-stained tissues were scattered around her on the bed, and empty potion bottles littered her clamshell side table. Please let this work. Please let this work. 
Demi mumbled, her muscles twitching. Hailey lunged to her side. ‘Demi?’
Madam Mendem let go of Demi’s hands, stumbling back to Hailey’s bed, half-collapsing as she entered into a coughing fit.
Hailey glanced at her. ‘Are you all right?’ 
Madam Mendem nodded. ‘Yes, dearie. Just need to rest for a moment.’ She laid back on Hailey’s bed, blood seeping from her eyes and dripping onto Hailey’s pillows. 
‘Hailey?’
Hailey whipped her head back around, the tight knot around her heart snapping like a rubber band as pure joy and relief flooded her. ‘Demi! You’re okay.’ She scooped her into a hug, tears trickling down her cheeks. ‘I thought you were going to die.’
‘Hails,’ Demi’s voice was muffled, ‘you’re crushing me.’
‘Sorry.’ Hailey let her go and stared at her, making sure none of the sickness lingered in her features. Her skin’s olive tone had returned, and her eyes sparkled bright like emeralds. 
Demi pushed herself up, leaning her back against the wall. ‘Stop staring. It’s creepy.’
‘I can’t believe you’re okay.’
Demi looked at Madam Mendem and then back at Hailey. ‘How exactly is that? I didn’t think an Asclepius’s powers worked on this disease.’ 
Hailey’s heart sank. Demi needed to know the truth about Hope, and Hailey was pretty sure it would crush her. It would crush all her friends to know Hope was really Pandora, and was responsible for Poseidon’s Plague. 
‘Hailey, what happened?’ 
Hailey sighed. ‘It started on the Isle of Trials…’ It took a good ten minutes to catch Demi up on all the facts, in which time Madam Mendem recovered and left to heal more students. 
‘That harpy!’ Demi exclaimed when Hailey finished. ‘I can’t believe she tried to kill me.’ 
‘I know, but she made it right in the end,’ Hailey said, not sure why she was defending Pandora. 
‘I can’t believe she’s Pandora. I mean I’m really angry, but at the same time, it’s a little cool Pandora actually exists—but not that she has the power to kill people.’
‘She showed me her memories.’ Hailey glided a finger along the edge of Demi’s clamshell side table. ‘She wanted me to understand why she was desperate enough to do what she did. She had a very lonely life,’ she added, that damn sympathy seeping through her anger again.
Demi crossed her legs. ‘So we’re okay with her trying to kill us?’
‘No, of course not.’ Hailey didn’t care how horrible Pandora’s life had been, nothing could warrant killing over five hundred people. ‘But I can sort of understand why she did it.’
A knock interrupted their conversation. 
‘Come in,’ Hailey said, turning around to see who it would be. She almost fell over in surprise when she saw Amathia in the doorway.
‘Demi, I’m glad to see you have recovered.’ 
‘Me too. Dying was so boring and gross.’
‘Where have you been?’ Hailey asked, although it came out more as an accusation. Amathia wasn’t there when the school had needed her most. And everything had almost been lost because of it. 
‘Acquiring this.’ Amathia held up a jar of blue liquid.
Demi leaned forward. ‘What is it?’
‘Something that will reverse the illness.’
‘So why didn’t you get it from the start? Why did you wait so long?’ Hailey tried to keep her tone from sounding demanding.
‘Because it is very difficult to acquire,’ Amathia explained. ‘And because I feared the disease could re-infect a person. I thought at the very least it would give us more time to find a cure.’
‘Well, we have a cure now.’ Demi swept away the bloody tissues on her bed; they landed on the pearl floor, vanishing a heartbeat later. ‘I don’t feel like I’m dying a slow painful death anymore.’
‘I know,’ Amathia said. ‘Madam Grayson has informed me of everything. But Madam Mendem cannot heal all of these students on her own. This liquid will have to heal others.’
‘What is it?’ Demi asked. ‘The sap of some rare flower that only grows at the bottom of a volcano?’
‘More like deep in a cave,’ Amathia said with a sad smile. ‘Well, I must distribute this. I will return later.’
Madam Mendem and a team of Asclepiuses Amathia had brought from the outside world spent the next two days healing everyone, except for the members of PET. Hailey stood in Jake’s dorm with Amathia and Aaron. Everyone else was busy showering and running around the school after being bed bound for so long.
Amathia lingered at Jake’s side with a vial; it contained the last of the blue liquid that had helped restore hundreds of students. She pressed it to Jake’s cracked lips and tipped it into his mouth. 
Ten whole seconds passed before Jake opened his eyes. He sat up, shaking his head, and frowned when he saw Amathia, Hailey, and Aaron, his hand moving slightly towards the sword resting beside his bed. ‘What happened?’
‘You became ill with Poseidon’s Plague,’ Amathia explained, placing the empty vial on his clamshell side table.
Something clicked in Jake’s head, and he leapt out of bed. ‘The nereids—they escaped. I need to find them.’
Aaron blocked his dad when he tried to rush for the door. ‘We found them.’ 
‘Oh.’ Surprise flashed across his face. ‘Good work, Aaron. And you’ve obviously found a cure too,’ he added.
‘Yes,’ Amathia said before Aaron could. ‘My sisters gave us the cure.’
‘And did they tell you how they created the disease?’
‘My sisters uncovered a potion created by Hecate. They said she gifted it to Poseidon. He obviously never used it, and my sisters have kept it all these centuries. They chose to unleash it when you seized control of their home.’
Hailey and Aaron exchanged a confused glance. Why is Amathia lying? Hailey kept her mouth shut about Pandora. Obviously, Amathia had a reason for keeping the truth from Jake. One that she would ask her about later. 
‘Where is this potion?’ Jake inquired.
‘Gone. There was only enough to cause one epidemic.’
‘Oh, that’s good,’ Jake said, but Hailey saw a flicker of disappointment in his eyes.
‘I suppose now that you’re feeling better, you’ll get back to kicking everyone out of the school and blowing it up,’ Aaron said bitterly.
Jake looked at him. Looked at him as if he were seeing his son for the very first time. ‘Aaron, can we have a moment alone, please?’
‘No.’ Aaron crossed his arms. ‘You can tell me what a disappointment I am in front of them.’
Jake cringed as if Aaron had punched him. ‘You’re not a disappointment to me.’ His eyes flicked to Amathia and Hailey. 
‘I will wait in the hallway.’ Amathia glided from the room.
‘I’ll wait outside too,’ Hailey said, eager to escape the building tension. She joined Amathia in the hallway, listening to Aaron and Jake’s voices drifting from the room.
‘Aaron, I know you’re angry with me. You are not a disappointment to me. I am so proud of you. You solved this whole thing when I couldn’t. And you made the takeover possible.’
‘Don’t remind me,’ Aaron bit back. ‘You manipulated me into giving up all that information.’ 
‘I know. And I’m sorry, but it was a mission. I didn’t have a choice.’
‘A mission? I’m your son and you treated me like a tool. Which is all I probably am to you, since I was born an Other instead of an Ares like you.’ 
‘That has nothing to do with it.’
‘So you’ve honestly never once been disappointed about me being an Other? Not even a little bit?’
Hailey heard Jake sigh. Her stomach clenched in anticipation of his answer and the pain it would cause Aaron. ‘Fine. Yes. When you developed your powers, I was disappointed you didn’t have a god power. But I always loved you. And you’ve shown me that I was a fool for ever thinking you being an Other made you weaker. You’ve proven yourself over and over again, and are braver and more powerful than half the soldiers on my team.’
‘Why are you telling me this now? You’ve made me feel nothing but inadequate my entire life. What do you want? Because I’m not helping you take over this school again. I won’t follow in your footsteps.’
‘Please, Aaron. Just wait,’ Jake begged. 
‘You’ve got about two seconds and then I’m gone.’
‘I thought I was going to die.’
‘Oh here we go. And you thought about your regrets. What a cliché.’
‘Yes, I thought about my regrets. I regretted how much you hated me, and how I never let you know how proud of you I was,’ Jake said. ‘Don’t roll your eyes—it’s true. I’m sorry for forcing you to take over this school for me. And to prove it to you, I’ll leave with my team and not reveal the palace’s location to my superiors.’
Hailey’s jaw dropped. Did Jake just say he was abandoning Poseidon’s Academy?
‘What are you talking about? You would never leave this school until your mission was complete. You are a loyal soldier until the end, that much I know.’ 
‘I’d do it for you. To show you how sorry I am.’ 
‘But they’d make you talk,’ Aaron countered. ‘And you think your team would go along with this plan? There’d be a mutiny.’
‘Not if they didn’t remember. We need a powerful Hecate to brew a potion to erase my and my team’s memories of the palace.’ 
‘But you’d never remember this conversation,’ Aaron pointed out. ‘You’d forget that you agreed to leave Poseidon’s Academy. Which means you’d never stop looking for it. You’d try and use me again.’
‘Give me this and I’ll know to never come back here.’ Hailey heard the scribble of a pen followed by paper tearing.
‘Golden Goose? What does that even mean?’
Jake blew out a long slow breath. ‘Golden Goose was a mission I went on about eight years ago. PET was instructed to retrieve an object that could show where anything in the world was—like Poseidon’s trident, or Mount Olympus. We obtained the location of the home it was hidden in. I was only a captain at the time, so I secured the perimeter. I caught a woman fleeing from the back of the house. I told her to give me the object and I’d let her go. She threw her cloak back, revealing a toddler strapped to her chest. She told me he was a boy not an object, and she would die before handing over her son.
‘I’d never imagined the object was a child. I thought about you, and what if you’d been born with a special power the government wanted to use. They would have locked you up in some deep underground facility for the rest of your life. I never would have seen you again. I couldn’t condemn that boy to a life in prison. So I let his mother go,’ Jake said. ‘If you show me that piece of paper, I’ll recognise my handwriting and know it’s a message from myself not to follow orders. To abandon the mission.’ 
‘I can’t believe you did that—gave up something so valuable.’
‘Sometimes the price is just too high,’ Jake replied. ‘Amathia, you can come back in now.’
Amathia swept into the room, Hailey trailing behind her. Aaron was standing beside his dad, looking bemused, as if deciding whether to forgive his dad or continue being angry at him. 
‘Amathia,’ Jake began, ‘I agree to leave your school on the condition that the nereids are not permitted to reside here anymore. They are a nefarious foe and should be incarcerated.’
‘I agree. They should not be allowed to reside here, but incarceration is far too severe. My sisters would die if they were removed from the sea.’
‘They tried to kill a school of students,’ Jake protested. ‘And I know they’re trying to resurrect the gods. They can’t be allowed to roam free.’
‘It is too late,’ Amathia said. ‘I have already banished them.’
‘The nereids are gone?’ Hailey couldn’t believe it. They were finally free of the evil nymphs. Blue skies!
‘I don’t like it.’ Jake shook his head. ‘But I suppose I will have to trust you. Okay, time to find a Hecate.’
‘I have another idea.’ Amathia turned to Hailey. ‘Could you please bring Alec up here? But not Demi or Jayden. I fear if you are all together when Colonel Wynton’s team arrives, they may sense a trap.’
‘What do you need Alec for?’ Aaron asked.
Amathia smiled. ‘You will see.’
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Departures
‘Incredible.’ Alaric was by Amathia’s desk, peering at the memory ball. ‘I’ve read about these devices but never seen one.’ 
‘Don’t touch anything, Dad.’ Alec grabbed Alaric’s hand before he could lay a finger on the memory ball.
Amathia smiled from where she stood behind her desk. ‘It’s all right. Your father is merely curious.’ 
Hailey waited a few feet away with Aaron. She stared at the spot on the floor where Pandora had died. Her body was gone now. Hailey hadn’t asked to where— probably back to the island to recommence her life of exile. Her chest tightened at the thought of Pandora all alone again, surrounded by monsters that wanted her dead. That’s what she deserves, isn’t it? 
‘Let’s do this,’ Jake said, marching into the room with the rest of his team. 
Slater glared at Hailey, Alec, and Aaron. Hailey was grateful that he soon wouldn’t remember them or how much he wanted to kill them. 
‘Oh hello, Jake.’ Alaric waved. ‘It’s nice to finally meet you.’
‘Why are we here, sir?’ Hart asked. ‘We should be reporting back to headquarters.’
‘That’s a little hard to do when we have no means of leaving,’ Jake retorted.
‘He got here.’ She aimed an accusatory finger at Alaric. ‘Which means the travelling necklaces are in the palace.’ She shot a glower at Hailey, who played innocent. Yes, Hailey had gotten Kallie to retrieve the necklaces, but that was only because she knew PET wouldn’t get a chance to find them.
‘Let me remove that bracelet for you,’ Amathia offered, holding her slender fingers out. 
Reluctantly, Hart extended her arm, a look of disgust on her face, acting as if Amathia were diseased.
Amathia touched her fingertips to the bracelet. ‘Release.’ The bracelet clicked open, gliding from Hart’s wrist to the floor; she stomped on it before kicking it across the room. 
‘That wasn’t necessary,’ Jake admonished.
‘Sorry, sir. But I did not appreciate having my powers taken.’
‘Or having my shin broken,’ Slater added with a growl.
‘I think now would be a good time to proceed,’ Amathia suggested, gliding to Alaric’s side.
‘Yes, of course,’ Alaric said. ‘Come now, Hailey, Alec, and Aaron, you need to touch the device.’
The device—or memory extractor—was an orb identical to the memory ball, except the clear crystal was streaked with gold and silver.
‘What is happening, sir?’ Slater demanded.
‘We are seeing one of the gods’ trinkets in action.’
‘Hands on the glass.’ Alaric pressed his fingers to the memory extractor. 
The glass was warm beneath Hailey’s fingertips, and she wondered if it’d be like the memory ball where she’d be transported into PET’s heads. Although she wasn’t sure how that would work, since they were having their memories taken away. 
‘What kind of trinket?’ Hart’s finger hovered over her gun’s trigger. ‘And why is it getting used on us? I do not like this, sir. It feels like a trap.’
‘Trust me,’ Jake said, and shared a look with Aaron.
‘Erase all memories of Poseidon’s palace,’ Alaric spoke the words in Goldarin.
The world didn’t flash white. It just changed. One second Hailey was staring at PET, and the next she was in a memory. She wasn’t sure whose, because all of PET were there, sitting around a table while a man with an ugly scar running across his neck debriefed them on their latest mission: finding and seizing control of Poseidon’s palace. 
The memory faded as it continued, growing paler and paler until there was nothing left but wisps of colour. And then Hailey was in another memory. This time Slater was talking to Hart about the mission right before they started making out. Hailey fought the urge to vomit. Gross. And then that one evanesced too.
It was like that for a long time. Memories appeared in front of Hailey from PET’s minds, and then they faded to nothing. She only paid attention to the one’s she knew belonged to Jake. She watched Aaron’s excitement when Jake told him he could help with a mission. She saw Jake receive reports back from Aaron, and the sessions where an Athena took memories from Aaron’s head. And the moment when Aaron told his dad he didn’t want to help anymore, followed by Jake telling him he didn’t have a choice. 
Then came the memories of the takeover. Of PET turning the palace into a prison, and of them exploring and trying to break through the impenetrable force field with exploding potions and spells.
And then it was over. 
No more memories came, only the room swirled back. PET stood before them, their hostile glares replaced with bemusement. They raised their guns at Hailey and the others. 
‘Where are we? Who are you?’ Jake demanded. 
Aaron took a step towards him. ‘Dad, it’s me.’
Jake’s eyes widened. ‘Aaron? Lower your guns. That’s my son,’ he ordered his team, dropping his gun. ‘Aaron, what are you doing here?’ Jake gazed around. ‘Where is here?’ 
‘It doesn’t matter. You need to leave. She’—Aaron pointed to Hart—‘needs to open a portal back to headquarters.’
‘Why?’ Jake pressed. ‘I’m not doing anything until you explain.’
‘Here.’ Aaron held out a piece of torn paper.
Jake snatched it, his brow furrowing. ‘How did you get this?’
‘You gave it to me. You said you’d understand.’
‘Yes… Why can’t I remember?’
‘You need to go,’ Aaron said. ‘Now.’
Jake hesitated, as if deciding whether to scrunch up the note and bombard the school, or whether to listen to his son and go home. 
‘Trust me, Dad,’ Aaron said. 
Slowly, Jake nodded his head and handed the paper back to Aaron. ‘Okay.’ He turned to Hart. ‘Open a portal to headquarters.’
‘Yes, sir.’ She clapped her hands together before shooting them forward. The air in front of her flared with white light, a boardroom slowly appearing as the light faded. 
‘Disembark, team,’ Jake ordered.
PET began vanishing through the portal.
‘Sir, I do not like this.’ Slater gave Amathia and the others a suspicious glance. ‘I can’t remember anything. This could be a trick.’
‘Captain Slater, I ordered you to disembark. I will not tolerate your insubordination.’ 
Slater lowered his head. ‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’ He stomped through the portal.
Jake stared at Aaron. ‘I don’t understand what happened here.’
Aaron threw his arms around his dad, who stiffened. ‘You did the right thing. That’s all you need to know.’
Jake cleared his throat when Aaron released him. ‘Um, I guess I’ll see you at some point?’
‘Yeah.’ Aaron nodded. 
‘Okay then. This is very strange,’ he muttered, and walked into the boardroom. Hart followed behind him, the portal blinking out of existence. 
Hailey smiled, relief washing over her. PET was finally gone, and they were never coming back. Poseidon’s Academy was no longer a prison. They were free again. Blue skies!
Alaric clapped his hands together. ‘Well, now that that’s over, how about a tour?’
‘Dad, this isn’t a museum, there are no tours.’ Alec slapped a hand on his face, looking extremely embarrassed. 
‘I think a tour is the least I can offer for your assistance, Alaric,’ Amathia said.
Alaric beamed. ‘I can’t wait to see the force field that holds the sea back. How exactly did Hephaestus create it? I am assuming it was Hephaestus, but I suppose Poseidon could have created something to repel water as well. And maybe even Zeus—’
‘It was Hephaestus.’ Amathia interrupted his rant. ‘Come, I will show you.’
‘Amathia,’ Hailey said, suddenly remembering she hadn’t explained why she’d lied to Jake about what had caused Poseidon’s Plague. ‘I wanted to ask you something.’
‘Alec, why don’t you take your father to the entryway. I will join you there soon.’
Alec nodded and chased after his dad, who’d already wandered from the classroom.
‘Is it about what happened to Pandora?’ Amathia asked.
Hailey opened her mouth to ask where she was, and then snapped it shut. She didn’t care. Pandora was gone and wasn’t making anyone sick anymore, that’s all that mattered. ‘No, I want to know why you didn’t tell Jake the truth about Poseidon’s Plague. Why did you say Hecate’s potion caused it?’
‘Because the sole purpose of Colonel Wynton’s team is to procure powerful objects, preferably ones that can be used as weapons,’ Amathia began. ‘I cannot think of a deadlier weapon than Pandora, an immortal with the power to spread an incurable disease, can you?’
Hailey shook her head.
‘My dad would have handed her over to his superiors,’ Aaron agreed. ‘They would have locked her up—experimented on her—before using her to attack their enemies.’
‘It is safer for the world to remain oblivious to Pandora’s existence,’ Amathia said. ‘Well, I have a tour to conduct. I would appreciate it if both of you, Demi, Jayden, and Alec met me in the entryway in an hour. There is something I wish to show you.’
‘What do you think she wants to show us?’ Alec was pacing in front of the glass statue of Poseidon. ‘Do you think she’ll take us back into that maze?’
Hailey raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would she do that?’
Alec shrugged and kept pacing.
‘Can we please go outside?’ Demi was peering into the grounds, where what looked like the entire school was lounging under the sun—thanks to Amathia re-raising the palace. 
‘I promise I will not keep you long.’ The five of them whirled around to face Amathia, who glided from the left archway. ‘Follow me.’ She led them through the right archway.
Hailey assumed they were heading to the healing wing. Maybe because Madam Mendem and Madam Norwood wanted to thank them or something… or maybe something was wrong with Madam Mendem. Maybe continuously absorbing Poseidon’s Plague was too much and her powers stopped healing her. Maybe she’s lying in a bed dying. 
They reached the stairs to the healing wing and followed Amathia up, Hailey’s heart pumping faster and faster. Please let Madam Mendem be okay. Please let this be something else.
Amathia pushed open the healing wing’s doors.
Hailey hesitantly strode in and froze. 
On the left side of the room, lying on the third bed from the door, was Pandora, the dagger she’d plunged into her heart still protruding from her chest. 
‘Hope?’ Demi frowned. ‘Why is she still here? She tried to kill me?’
‘And the entire school,’ Alec added.
‘I know,’ Amathia said. ‘But she was manipulated, like Aaron was by his father.’
‘Hey, I didn’t try and kill anyone,’ Aaron retorted.
‘No, but you, like Pandora, were tricked into doing something you did not wish to do. She may have attempted to kill everyone, but she saved everyone in the end, and hindered my sisters.’ 
Demi crossed her arms. ‘If she hadn’t tried to kill us, we wouldn’t have needed saving.’ 
‘Regardless, I would like to hear what she has to say.’ Before anyone could protest, Amathia glided to Pandora and gently tugged the dagger from her heart.
Hailey and her friends strode to the bedside; since they couldn’t stop Amathia, Hailey figured they might as well hear what the traitor had to say. 
A minute passed before Pandora’s fingers twitched. 
‘She’s coming back,’ Alec said, right before Pandora inhaled a gasping breath and shot up. 
‘Where am I?’ 
‘Relax, you’re at Poseidon’s palace,’ Amathia said, voice soothing. ‘We managed to reverse your disease.’ 
Understanding washed away Pandora’s confusion. ‘Yes, that’s right. Good. Everyone was saved?’
‘Everyone,’ Amathia confirmed.
Pandora looked at Demi, her eyes pleading. ‘Demi, I’m—’
‘Save it.’ Demi raised a silencing hand. ‘I’m not interested in your excuses.’
‘But—’
‘We have more important things to discuss,’ Amathia interrupted. ‘Such as taking your powers away.’
‘How? The nereids won’t. I didn’t finish their plan.’
Amathia held up a neutralising bracelet. ‘With this. It will neutralise your powers as long as you wear it. But it means you won’t be immortal anymore. Is that what you desire?’
‘Yes! More than anything.’
Amathia slipped the bracelet over Pandora’s wrist, where it tightened against her skin. An almost ecstasy crossed Pandora’s face. ‘Oh, that feels better. I don’t have to concentrate on holding the disease back. It’s just not there.’
‘Good,’ Amathia said. ‘I need to know if there was anything else my sisters were planning. Such as awakening the gods?’
‘They only asked me to come here and spread my disease. They never said anything about the gods.’
‘Good,’ Amathia said. ‘Perhaps they have no schemes left for resurrecting the gods. Now, I understand why you agreed to Nemertes’s terms, but I cannot allow you to remain here.’
Pandora nodded, sadness and regret glinting in her eyes. ‘I know. Banished back to the forest I go.’
‘No, Pandora. Your powers are neutralised. There is no reason why you cannot live among humans now.’
‘I could live with people again? You would let me after everything I’ve done?’
‘Your life has been hard, Pandora. I know how manipulative and cruel the gods were. Your father betrayed you and sentenced you to isolation. You have been imprisoned long enough. You deserve a life. I will help you settle down somewhere of course.’
Pandora’s eyes brimmed with tears. ‘Thank you.’
Amathia bowed her head. ‘Now, I think the six of you have some things to discuss. I have brought you something to help. It is beside the bed,’ Amathia said. ‘I will return soon to escort you to a new dwelling.’ She glided away before anyone could object.
Hailey peered over the bed to see what magical object would help them forgive Pandora and saw Amathia’s memory ball resting on the pearl floor. It hadn’t made her forgive Pandora the first time, so she doubted it’d work a second time.
‘I’ve got one question before I storm out of here,’ Demi said. ‘Why’d you spare Venus? Why didn’t you make her sick?’
Pandora tucked a strand of strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. ‘I thought if she got the disease it would be too obvious that I was responsible. I worried Amathia would work out I was Pandora and kill me.’ Hope dropped her head. ‘I’m sorry. I truly am.’ 
‘Whatever.’ Demi moved to storm from the room.
Jayden grabbed her arm. ‘Wait. I want to hear—see—what Hope has to say.’
Demi huffed, but stayed put.
Pandora brushed her fingers against the memory ball.
White light flooded the room.
The memories were worse the second time. Hailey’s chest grew heavy when she watched Zeus promise to help Pandora, knowing his “kindness” was a trick to use her to hurt more people. Sympathy flowed back through Hailey, and this time she couldn’t shove it away. It swelled like an over-flowing river with each memory Hailey re-watched. She wanted to close her eyes by the time Hera appeared, not wanting to see Pandora’s world crumble again.
But she was forced to watch. And then she waited for the world to reform, but another memory appeared instead—one Pandora hadn’t shown her before.
Hailey reclined by the stream that had saved her from Hera’s monsters, staring up at the shards of light breaking through the canopy. 
‘I brought you a friend, Pandora.’
Hailey rolled her head to the side. A naiad with ice blue eyes stood in the stream—the same naiad who had sent her and her friends to Aradia’s cave. Harpy! Hailey wanted to yell. She’d basically sentenced them to death, all because they hadn’t waited to get permission before drinking from the stream. Hailey’s anger only deepened when she saw who stood beside the naiad.
Hailey frowned and sat up. ‘Who are you?’ 
‘Nemertes.’ She stepped from the stream and gracefully perched on a rock across from Hailey. ‘I am one of Poseidon’s nereids.’
Hailey tensed. ‘Poseidon? Did he ask you to kill me before he died?’
Nemertes raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would he make such a request?’
‘Because Zeus was mad at me.’
‘This has nothing to do with your father. I only learned of your existence recently. I thought you had died centuries ago, otherwise I would have sought you out much sooner.’
‘For what?’
‘Your help,’ Nemertes said, a sly smile touching her lips. ‘You see, my sisters and I have resided in Poseidon’s palace almost our entire lives. And six years ago humans stole our home. One of our sisters was weak and allowed them in, while the rest of us were banished to our chamber. And now more humans have come, these ones wickeder than the others. They wish to destroy our palace and kill us. I managed to escape without them seeing so that I could find help. You can save us. You merely need to come to the palace and use your powers.’
Hailey hugged her legs. ‘My powers kill people.’
‘These humans deserve death.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘I promised I would never kill anyone again.’
‘They are evil.’ A hint of impatience crept into Nemertes’s voice. ‘They are thieves. They will kill us if we do not attack first.’
‘Pandora, I think you should help.’
Hailey looked to the naiad who remained standing in the stream. ‘Lilaea, you know I can’t.’
‘I understand you do not wish to harm anyone,’ Lilaea said. ‘But this is different. From what Nemertes has said, these humans are not innocent—they are wicked. And nereids are kin to the naiads. You must help them.’
‘And as payment for your aid, I can offer you the one thing you have always desired.’
Hailey turned back to Nemertes. ‘What?’
‘Freedom from your powers. If you rid the palace of humans, I will take away your abilities.’
Hailey pressed her hands against the hard earth. ‘You can do that?’
Nemertes nodded.
‘I… I want that more than anything… But I still don’t know.’
‘Pandora,’ Lilaea said again, ‘help our fellow sister. The deaths of evil humans are worth the price of your freedom.’
Hailey chewed her lip. 
‘If you do not help me, I will find another way to end their lives,’ Nemertes added.
Hailey swallowed. ‘Okay. I’ll do it. Just tell me how to get there.’
The healing wing swirled back into existence. 
‘Nemertes told me you’d be coming to the island on an excursion to visit the dryads,’ Pandora went on. ‘She said she’d organised for a cyclops to attack you, and that I was to come to your rescue and fight it off. And then I’d be hailed a hero and you’d let me come back to the palace. I know it didn’t work out that way, but that was the plan.’
No one spoke.
Pandora’s shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I hope you can at least understand why I did it. I also want to thank you for making me feel like a normal human for a little while. I promise you won’t ever see me again.’ Pandora moved to roll out of the bed.
‘Wait,’ Hailey said, sympathy still flowing strong in her. 
She couldn’t let Pandora walk away thinking she hated her. Maybe it was seeing the memories a second time, or maybe it was that Pandora had saved everyone, but Hailey didn’t feel angry. Especially after watching that last memory. The nymphs in that forest were Pandora’s only friends, and even they had told her to help Nemertes. Everyone manipulated her. And if Pandora had really wanted to, Hailey was pretty sure she could have killed all the students and teachers in the first week by spreading the disease as quickly as possible. But she hadn’t. She’d spared Hailey and everyone who could help for as long as possible—and she’d saved them in the end, even when it had meant giving up everything. 
Hailey smiled. ‘I forgive you.’
Pandora blinked. ‘What?’
‘You didn’t want to hurt us. Nemertes tricked you. And you never really went through with it,’ Hailey said. ‘I forgive you.’
‘Me too,’ Jayden said. ‘Centuries of misery would drive anyone crazy.’
Demi sniffed and wiped at a rogue tear in the corner of her eye. ‘I want to stay mad at you. You almost killed me, and you let the perfect opportunity to torture Venus pass you. But you have had a pretty sucky life. And it was really Nemertes who caused this whole mess… I can’t be mad at you anymore.’
Tears streamed down Pandora’s face.
‘I guess I forgive you too,’ Alec said. ‘After all you did spare me from the disease until the end, so I appreciate that.’
Everyone looked at Aaron. ‘One thing doesn’t make sense to me… your mission was to infiltrate the school by stopping the cyclops and winning everyone’s trust. But you came after us. You tracked us down after the cyclops threw us and protected us from the arachne—you saved me from its poison. If you were planning to kill us anyway, why bother? Why not leave us to die?’
Pandora shrugged. ‘Being scared and alone in a forest with monsters stalking you isn’t a death anyone deserves.’
‘I don’t think you ever really planned on killing us, Pandora,’ Aaron said. ‘But on the plus side, you fixed my mistake. You weakened PET enough that we could get rid of them. So thank you for that.’
‘PET’s gone?’
Aaron nodded. ‘Left an hour ago. You saved Poseidon’s Academy.’
More tears streamed down Pandora’s face. 
‘Time to go.’
Hailey’s head snapped around to Amathia. ‘Why can’t Pandora stay? Nobody else knows the truth about the disease, and she can’t hurt anyone now that she’s wearing a neutralising bracelet.’
‘Yes, please let her stay,’ Demi begged. ‘We’re not angry anymore.’
‘I am afraid I cannot allow that. If anyone ever discovered the true identity of Pandora, it would not end well. Fear would wreak havoc upon the school, and humans do misconceived things when they are afraid—such as hunt down and kill the person they are afraid of. I do not wish to risk that,’ Amathia explained. ‘And Pandora is over sixteen-centuries old, hardly young enough to be in high school.’
‘But—’ Demi began.
‘It’s okay,’ Pandora interrupted. ‘Amathia is right. And I’m excited to see the world again.’ She climbed out of bed. 
Demi sprang on her, yanking her into a hug. ‘I’m going to miss you.’
Hailey joined the hug. ‘Me too.’
Pandora was crying again when they released her. ‘Thank you for showing me what being human is like.’ 
‘Come, let us find you a new home.’ Amathia slipped a travelling necklace over her head and reached her slender fingers towards Pandora.
Pandora waved goodbye and clasped Amathia’s hand. She swirled into a mix of colours, like a rainbow ice-cream, before vanishing altogether.




Epilogue
Nemertes perched on a rock in the middle of the infinite sea, glaring at Poseidon’s palace, which was close enough for her to see humans running around in the grounds. Grounds that never should have been soiled by their filthy race. Something lurched in her stomach. A growling monster that wanted to claw out and take the palace back. To kill every last human that had stolen her home. 
Nemertes held the monster at bay, placating it with the thought that their end was nearing. Soon the gods would return, and humans would once again take their rightful place kneeling at their creators’ feet. 
Though she doubted these humans would be fortunate enough to serve the gods. No, if they remained here when Poseidon returned, he would slaughter them. She could see it now—their laughter turned to screaming.
‘Nemertes, why are we here?’ Nesso asked, anxiously gazing about as if she expected someone to attack them. ‘Amathia banished us. We cannot be here.’
The monster inside Nemertes reeled again, roaring to be set loose so it could punish Amathia for betraying them. ‘Our sister will pay dearly for handing our home to humans and then banishing us. She is fortunate I did not tear out her throat.’
‘You know you cannot,’ Maera countered. ‘She is protected.’
‘Not for long,’ Nemertes spat back. ‘Soon we will reclaim our home, and the gods will rise again.’
‘How? Our plan failed. Pandora—’ Ligea began
‘Do not speak her name!’ Nemertes hissed, balling her hands into fists as the roaring inside her grew louder. ‘That traitor brought us so close to victory and then snatched it away. I will make sure Poseidon punishes her.’
‘But how will the six of us reclaim the palace when it is swarming with humans?’ Nesaea asked. 
A wicked smile touched Nemertes’s lips. ‘I have another plan. And this time, it will not fail.’
Did you enjoy joining Hailey for her second year at Poseidon’s Academy? For newbie authors like me, reviews are really important, so if you can find the time to leave one on your favourite book website, such as Amazon or Goodreads, it would mean a lot to me.
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Greek Mythology Pronunciation Guide
(Note: this is a general guide only. Certain names have varying pronunciations.)
THE GODS
Anemoi: uh-nem-oy
Aphrodite: afro-die-tee
Apollo: uh-pol-o
Ares: air-eez
Artemis: ar-tuh-miss
Asclepius: as-kleh-pee-uhs
Athena: uh-thee-na
Chione: key-own-knee
Demeter: deh-mee-tur
Dionysus: dio-nice-us
Eris: air-is
Hades: hay-deez
Hebe: hee-bee
Hecate: hek-uh-tay
Hephaestus: huh-fes-tus
Hera: hair-uh
Heracles: hair-uh-cleez
Hermes: her-meez
Horae: hawr-ee
Hypnos: hip-nos
Persephone: per-sef-uh-nee
Poseidon: poh-sigh-den
Thanatos: than-uh-tos
Tyche: ty-key
Zeus: zoos
NYMPHS
Dryad: dry-ad
Naid: ney-ad
Nereid: neer-ee-id
Oceanid: oh-see-uh-nid
MONSTERS AND CREATURES
Arachne: uh-rak-nee
Centaur: sen-tor
Chimera: ky-meer-uh
Cyclops/Cyclopes: sigh-clops/sigh-clo-peez
Erinys/Erinyes: e-rin-es/e-rin-eez
Harpy: hahr-pee
Hippocampus: hip-uh-kam-pus
Lamia: lay-me-uh
Lycaon: lie-kay-on
Medusa: meh-doo-sa
Minotaur: min-uh-tor
Nemean Lion: nee-me-un lion
Pegasus/Pegasi: peg-uh-suhs/peg-uh-see
Siren: sigh-ren
Sphinx: sfingks
PLACES
Elysium: e-lee-zee-uhm
Olympus: uh-lim-pus
Styx: sticks
Tartarus: tar-ta-rus



Prologue
Tiny beads of gold ichor dripped to the ground, spilling over the dirt like melted gold. Poseidon stared at his slashed arm, waiting for his skin to knit back together, but blood continued to dribble from the cut. If he wasn’t healing that meant his powers were weakening, which meant this battle was pointless. ‘AHHHHH!’ He slammed his trident into the ground with a thundering CRACK! 
Clouds of dirt sprayed into the air like a dust storm as the ground shook and moaned, the earth splitting into a ravine that swallowed the human foolish enough to have cut Poseidon.
Around Poseidon the battle raged on. Swords clashed and clanged. Lightning exploded with thunderous booms. Crackling fireballs flew left and right. Humans fell by the hundreds, their bodies piling on the ground and tainting the air with the metallic scent of blood. And then, everything stopped. 
‘AH!’ the gods cried out, their tortured screams piercing the sky as they began collapsing one by one.
Poseidon had no intention of dying. A tornado of water encircled him, carrying him away from the battlefield to the bottom of the sea. In the distance, his palace gleamed like a jewel. He longed to return to the safety of its walls, but his life depended on him staying away. 
A nereid stood before him, her dark wavy hair floating gracefully around her in the water. Her green eyes softened with relief before widening. Her slender fingers reached for his arm. ‘You’re wounded,’ Nemertes said, her voice ringing clear through the water. 
Poseidon snatched his arm from her reach, his ichor tingeing the water gold. He was angry at himself for appearing vulnerable, and painfully aware that with every passing moment he came closer to being like the minor gods who lay writhing in pain on the battlefield. ‘Listen to me, Nemertes. I do not have much time. The battle is lost. My race is dying.’ 
Nemertes shook her head. ‘No. The gods cannot be defeated. Especially by humans,’ she spat the last word as though it were poison. 
‘Zeus has a plan to save the Olympians, but it requires someone loyal to us to succeed.’
‘What do I need to do?’
‘When—’ Flames erupted in Poseidon, scorching his organs and boiling his blood. He doubled over and roared with pain. 
Fish fled far and wide to escape the bellowing god. 
‘Poseidon!’
Poseidon shoved Nemertes back when she rushed forward to help him. ‘When humans are weak enough to be ruled again go to Olympus,’ he growled through gritted teeth. ‘You will know what to do when you arrive.’
‘I am a spirit bound by the earth. It’s impossible for me to enter the sky.’ 
The flames burning within Poseidon intensified, and he was sure he’d crumble to ash at any moment. ‘Find a way,’ he snapped. ‘Ask your sisters for help, but tell no one else of our survival.’
Nemertes nodded. ‘I will not fail you, my love.’ 
A tornado of water swept up Poseidon, evaporating to mist the moment it dropped him in the large open entryway of Olympus’s palace. He expected to be greeted with the normal sight of the entryway sparkling as sunlight poured down from the glass ceiling onto the diamond floor. Instead, he found the minor gods writhing on the ground, having abandoned the battle. Ichor poured from their various wounds, forming a lake of gold blood. 
I will not let that be my fate. Poseidon straightened, fighting against the pain clawing at his stomach, and walked with his head held high towards the throne room, ignoring the gods’ pleas for help. They are not worthy. They are only minor gods. We Olympians are the ones who matter. The ones who must survive. It will be good to return to a world with less gods to contend with.
Someone’s hand latched around his ankle, fingers digging into his skin like their life depended on holding on. He glowered down at the goddess insolent enough to have touched him. Her black hair usually shimmered with the colours of a rainbow, but now it was as dull as a mortal’s. ‘Unhand me, Iris.’
‘Help,’ she croaked out, ichor dribbling from the corner of her mouth.
Poseidon kicked his leg, shaking her hand loose. 
A shudder tore through Iris, her whole body convulsing as if she were about to explode, and then her eyelids drooped shut and she fell still. 
‘Farewell, goddess of the rainbow.’ Poseidon moved to take a step, but pure incomprehensible horror held him in place. 
Iris’s skin turned translucent, and her entire body faded away before Poseidon’s eyes. Shimmering gold sparks was all that remained of the goddess. Poseidon reached to grab them, but the sparks fell through the floor. 
‘NO!’ Poseidon roared, realising the gods’ powers would fall to the vile unworthy humans who deserved nothing but endless torment. The sudden urge to return to the ground and obliterate as many of them as he could clutched at him. He could create an earthquake big enough to tear the earth in two. 
‘POSEIDON!’ someone yelled his name from the room at the end of the entryway, their voice echoing around the vast space. 
Poseidon swallowed down his rage. The best revenge he could get on humans was to survive. He walked the rest of the way to the throne room, leaving gold bloody footprints behind him. A similar scene to the entryway greeted him. Twelve thrones, each one designed to reflect the god it belonged to, circled the round room. Hera, Aphrodite, Athena, Apollo, and Artemis sat slumped in theirs. Only moments before they’d been on the battlefield fighting fiercely, and now they were pale and trembling, looking a few breaths away from death.
Hermes, Hestia, and Hephaestus, who had not taken part in the battle, were standing in the centre of the thrones, along with Zeus and Ares. 
Zeus was staring at Poseidon, impatience clear on his face. ‘What took you so long?’ he demanded.
‘The minor gods’ powers are falling to the earth,’ Poseidon said, striding towards Zeus and the others. ‘We cannot allow them to possess our powers. They are not worthy.’
‘We should obliterate them.’ Ares crushed his hands into fists. 
‘You know of the prophecy that speaks of what will happen if a fifth race is ever created,’ Zeus said. 
Ares’s fists clenched tighter. ‘We will destroy that race, too, and create another.’
Zeus shook his head. ‘The risk is too great.’
Hestia gasped and stumbled to her knees. 
‘We’re running out of time,’ Hermes said. ‘We must act now. I retrieved what we needed from Hecate.’ He held up two chests that resembled oversized jewellery boxes. One was carved of moonstone, its milky blue colours shimmering in the sunlight streaming through the windows. The other was black onyx, the stone so polished it reflected the room. 
‘Are you sure this will work?’ Ares asked. ‘I do not wish to waste my last moments on a failed plan when I could be killing humans.’
‘It will.’ Zeus’s tone dared anyone to contradict him; no one was that foolish. ‘As we discussed, everyone will need to pass their powers to Hestia or Hephaestus—both have nobly volunteered to remain behind.’ Hephaestus exchanged a look with Aphrodite at the mention of his staying behind, which Poseidon assumed translated to good riddance. ‘The spell Hecate created will only work if we are mortals.’ 
Poseidon’s mouth turned bitter at the thought of becoming a mortal. How vile. A burst of pain reminded him his choices were limited. He bit down a cry and forced his body to remain upright, not wanting to appear weak in front of his kin.
Artemis’s scream tore through the throne room. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the arms of her silver throne, her nails digging into the metal. ‘I do not have long left,’ she gasped out. ‘All of my temples will soon be ashes, and so will I.’
‘Do it now, Hestia and Hephaestus,’ Zeus ordered. A clenching of his jaw was the only hint Poseidon saw that Zeus was feeling the burning flames as well. 
Hestia grasped her trembling hands with Artemis’s. Blinding white light enveloped the room like a blazing star. 
‘That feels so much better—the pain is gone,’ Artemis said when the light faded. Her shallow breaths turned deep, and her skin flushed with colour. 
‘Now the others,’ Zeus ordered Hestia and Hephaestus. 
The two gods absorbed Hera’s, Aphrodite’s, Athena’s, and Apollo’s powers next, bright white light flooding the room each time. Hephaestus stepped towards Poseidon. The god of fire and metalworking glowed with power as he gripped Poseidon’s hands. 
A voice in Poseidon’s head yelled at him to keep his powers. To stay an Olympian god. But the price was death. They will be restored to me when I rise again, Poseidon reminded himself, letting his powers flow from him and into his nephew like a stream of energy that crackled the air with electricity.
The burning pain ebbed, fading to nothingness as Hephaestus let go of Poseidon’s hands. What replaced the pain was a feeling of utter weakness. Like his bones would shatter if a slight breeze drifted into the room. I will not be mortal for long, he reassured himself, settling onto his seashell and jewel-encrusted throne. I will be an almighty god again. 
Hestia and Hephaestus took the rest of the Olympians’ powers, before finally collapsing onto their thrones. Sweat glistened on their skin as they gasped in tiny breaths.
‘All right, Hermes, bring the chest around,’ Zeus said from his gold throne. 
Hermes picked up the moonstone chest from where it rested in the centre of the throne circle, and opened the lid. Poseidon leaned forward to see the twelve white lights inside it. According to Zeus, Hecate had spelled them to freeze the Olympians until whomever Nemertes sent up here opened the other chest, which would release a spell to awaken them. 
Hermes held the chest towards Hera, offering her the first light. She took one, staring at the light curiously, which looked like a miniscule version of the glowing orbs that lit Poseidon’s palace. The moment the light touched Hera’s tongue, it vanished, and her body stiffened as spider webs of frost spread over her skin, making her look as though Chione had used her ice powers to freeze the goddess. 
‘See, it works,’ Zeus said, the slightest hint of relief in his voice.
How exactly? Poseidon wondered. Will it be like Hypnos’s sleep dust and I’ll wake up centuries from now with no memory of how much time has passed? Or will I be frozen, aware of every miserable moment as it passes by? His lip curled at the thought of being stuck in this room, forced to stare at his kin for centuries. I’d rather death than that endless torment.
One by one, the gods took a white light, freezing in their thrones as frost snaked over their skin. And then it was Poseidon’s turn. He plucked a light from the chest. Cold bit into his fingers, mixed with the burn of fire as the light gleamed in his hand. Power pulsed inside it like a heartbeat.
‘I am here.’ Demeter stumbled into the throne room on shaky legs.
Zeus narrowed his eyes. ‘Demeter? I thought you were spending the last of your days in the Underworld with Persephone.’
A fleeting smile passed over the goddess’s lips, but she quickly replaced it with a sombre look. ‘Although I love my daughter dearly, I do not wish to die.’ Her words were strained, and Poseidon guessed her change of heart had more to do with not being able to endure the pain any longer. 
‘Very well,’ Zeus said. ‘Give your powers to Hestia or Hephaestus. Quickly, before they expire.’ 
Hestia and Hephaestus were not screaming. But one look told Poseidon they were in a great deal of pain. They were hunched in their thrones, nails digging into the armrests as sweat trickled down their faces. 
‘Poseidon.’
Zeus’s voice drew Poseidon’s focus back to the light. Rage as hot as an erupting geyser burned in his veins. Why should he have to banish himself from a race he and the other gods created? Traitorous vermin! His hand moved towards his trident, which rested against his throne, as the desire to kill every last human clawed at him again. No, they deserve much more torment than a quick death. I will return, and when I do, I will drown this world in misery. The promise was enough to ease his hand away from the trident. 
A wicked smile curved his lips. See you soon, humans. He slipped the light into his mouth.
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Lockdown
A myriad of colours swirled around Hailey, melting and merging into one another before reforming into a set of gold towering gates. Beyond them extended an enormous yard leading up to a white mansion bordered by stone pillars that looked ancient enough to have come from the gods’ temples. 
Demi latched her hands around the gates’ gold bars, leaning towards them as if trying to squeeze through. ‘I keep forgetting how amazing this place is.’
‘Living here would be awesome,’ Hailey agreed, pressing the button beside the gates as she imagined how cool it would be to have an entire mansion to herself—plus her mum of course.
‘Hello?’ Alec’s voice came out of the speaker next to the button. 
‘It’s us,’ Demi hollered. ‘Open up.’
The gates creaked open. Demi flew through them the second they were wide enough for her to slip through.
‘Wait for me.’ Hailey hurried onto the stone pathway after her best friend, trying not to look at the hundreds of statues dotting the acre of front yard. Something about human statues creeped her out, like maybe those statues had once been people who’d been unfortunate enough to cross paths with a gorgon. 
Hailey passed through the pillars bordering the front of the house and climbed up the four steps to the portico. Demi was already rapping on the double doors with the gold lion door knocker.
‘I can hear you. Stop knocking,’ Alec’s voice called from the other side, right before the doors swung in.
‘Well, if the doors were already open, I wouldn’t have had to knock,’ Demi said, wiping her sweaty brown hair from her face and rushing past Alec. ‘Hey, Aaron,’ she said, waving to him as he walked down the stairs to meet her. 
Hailey blinked as she entered the entryway. She’d forgotten how huge it was; it looked big enough to fit her entire house in it. The white marble floor matched the polished pillars, and gold-leaf patterns adorned the ceiling high above.
‘Is Jayden here?’ Demi glanced up the wide staircase and down the hallways that led from the entryway. 
Alec raised an eyebrow. ‘No. I thought he told you he couldn’t come?’
Demi’s smile faltered. ‘He did. But I thought maybe he’d gotten out of whatever plans he had. I don’t understand what could be more important than hanging out with us anyway. I haven’t seen him all holidays, and he barely answers my calls or voice texts.’
‘I think he’s just busy helping his parents with their volunteer work,’ Hailey said. 
‘Yeah, he’s probably in the Sahara Desert using his powers to water plants,’ Aaron agreed. 
Demi shrugged. ‘Whatever. I don’t care.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘I want a tour.’
‘My dad gave you a tour the last time you were here,’ Alec reminded her.
‘Yeah, but that was before I knew all the artefacts in here were real.’
Alec’s eyes widened. ‘Shh, that’s top secret,’ he hissed, casting an apprehensive look around, as if expecting to find someone hiding in the corner, spying. 
Demi rolled her emerald green eyes. ‘There’s no one here, Alec. Where’s your dad? Do we need him to show us the stuff or can you do it?’
‘He got called away to Egypt. Apparently, someone uncovered the ancient remains of a two-headed sphinx. Mum went with him.’
‘So we’ve got the place to ourselves? Awesome!’ Demi dashed into the left hallway.
‘Demi, wait.’ Alec jogged after her. ‘Please don’t touch anything!’
‘We better go help Alec stop Demi,’ Hailey said to Aaron, following after her friends.
Rooms were spread out along the hallway, none of them having any doors. Everything was open—like a museum. Hailey found Demi in a room lined with glass cases that each protected some mystical item. In one, Hailey glimpsed a hunk of wood that looked like it had washed up from the sea. She peered at the plaque stuck to the base of the case: A piece of Argo: the ship Jason and his Argonauts sailed on their journey to find the Golden Fleece. In another case, a gold necklace gleamed with two serpents touching their hissing mouths together to form a clasp—the plaque said it belonged to Harmonia. 
The one Demi was standing in front of brought back a lot of memories. It was a clear crystal orb streaked with gold and silver. In Goldarin—the original language of the gods and the first race of humans—it was called a watwdaom atpkonaskdao, which translated to “memory extractor”. Last year Alec’s dad used it on PET: a team of highly trained soldiers tasked with retrieving valuable items—a team led by Aaron’s dad, Jake. They’d been after Poseidon’s trident, but they’d left instead with no memory of ever being at the Academy.
‘Demi, you can’t touch anything,’ Alec pleaded.
Demi tapped her fingers against the glass, as if trying to wake up the memory extractor. ‘I’m just looking. So are Jake and the other PET people’s memories inside the orb?’
‘Maybe. I honestly don’t know,’ Alec said. ‘All we know is that it can take memories. But I suppose it would make sense that they could be stored in it somehow.’
‘How’s your dad?’ Hailey asked Aaron while Demi moved her attention to a cornucopia, and Alec began pleading again with her not to touch anything.
A flicker of sadness glinted in his eyes as he ran a hand through his brown hair, which looked like it hadn’t been combed in a week. ‘He doesn’t remember anything, if that’s what you mean. And he has no intention of tracking Poseidon’s Academy down again. The Government has deemed Operation Trident a failure.’
‘But how is he towards you?’
Aaron shrugged. ‘Same as usual. Except now he asks me about what happened in the palace and how I knew about Operation Golden Goose. I’ll never tell him though.’
‘You’re so boring, Alec,’ Demi whined. ‘You have all these amazing artefacts and you don’t use any of them. Like the Ring of Gyges,’ she said, pointing to a silver ring resting on a satin pillow. ‘If we took this ring, we could use it to make ourselves invisible and sneak around the palace.’
‘We don’t need to sneak around the palace anymore with the nereids gone,’ Alec countered.
‘Maybe they ambushed the palace and took control. Or maybe Amathia was stupid enough to listen to their lies about not trying anything diabolical again. We should take it just in case.’ Demi reached for the ring.
A high-pitched screech exploded from somewhere, sounding like a screaming sea-demon. Hailey’s hands flew to her ears.
‘Demi!’ Alec scolded. 
‘It wasn’t me,’ Demi said, pressing her hands to her ears too. ‘I never even touched the glass.’
‘Mute alarm,’ Alec shouted, and the shrieking cut off, leaving Hailey’s ears ringing.
‘Medusa!’ someone cursed in the distance.
Ice trickled through Hailey’s veins; they weren’t alone in the house.
‘No one is stealing anything on my watch,’ Demi declared, and bolted from the room.
‘Demi, this isn’t a game,’ Aaron called after her.
Hailey hesitated. Am I seriously going to run towards the person who’s broken into the house? What if they have a knife or a fireball gun?
‘Circe will get them,’ Alec said, sensing Hailey’s thoughts, and then, to her surprise, he ran after Aaron.
Well if Alec, who always argued they should tell someone else whenever there was danger, wasn’t afraid, then Hailey had nothing to worry about. She followed him. 
They didn’t have to run too far down the hallway before they found the room the intruder was in—the weapons room. Bars now blocked the room’s entrance, turning it into a prison cell. On the other side of them was a woman with auburn hair a few shades lighter than Hailey’s, dressed head to toe in black, and wielding a sword with a slight curve to it. The woman didn’t even notice Hailey and her friends peering at her; her attention was focused on the nine-headed monster slithering towards her on a serpent tail—a hydra.
The intruder twirled the sword in her hand, the blade’s silver metal sparkling with the faintest tinge of blue.
‘Don’t you dare scratch Perseus’s sword!’ Alec shrieked.
The woman’s eyes flew to the bars, and the hydra attacked, slashing out its tail and knocking the intruder’s feet out from under her.
She thudded to the ground beside a glass case with a double-headed axe in it. Perseus’s sword clattered from her grip.
The hydra’s heads launched as the woman reached towards the back wall, where swords, axes, spears, and shields were on display. One of the shields began vibrating as if trying to shake free from the wall, and then it flew across the room, landing in the intruder’s hand, only just blocking the hydra’s snapping heads. 
She shoved the shield forward, pushing the dazed hydra back enough to jump to her feet. One of the heads sunk its teeth into her ankle; blood dripped onto the floor as the woman shrieked. She aimed her free hand back towards the weapons. This time the entire wall of weapons came free, spears and swords flying through the air, their sharpened tips aimed straight at the hydra.
The monster’s heads snapped around, sensing the weapons’ approach. Its mouths snapped closed, catching every sword and spear in its teeth and tossing them aside. The woman sucked in a breath, and Hailey thought she was bracing for the hydra to rip her apart. But then she threw her arm towards the satin pillow Perseus’s sword had rested on inside a glass case. The pillow hovered in the air for a second, and then whacked against the hydra’s heads, sprinkling what looked like gold glitter.
Demi snickered. ‘Does she really think she can defeat a hydra with a pillow?’
The hydra’s nine heads swayed from side to side, its eyes blinking as if confused, and then the monster lolled backwards. Smash! Glass cases shattered under it as it hit the ground. 
Hailey gulped. The intruder had taken down a hydra—a hydra—and now she was scooping up Perseus’s sword and stalking towards them.
Hailey backed away from the bars.
‘Open this gate.’ The woman tapped the sword against the iron bars.
Alec shook his head of blond hair, his face whiter than snow.
‘Put the sword back and maybe the cops will go easy on you,’ Aaron told her.
An amused smile curved her lips. ‘Perseus’s sword is made of adamantine—an indestructible metal. I bet it can slice right through this cage.’ She drew back the sword and slashed it forward. The bars glowed bright blue as the blade clanged against them. ‘A spell,’ the woman muttered. Her eyes shot to Aaron. ‘Let me out of here right now and I won’t harm you. But if I have to find my own way out, it’ll be a different story.’
Aaron crossed his arms; they’d doubled in size since last year, the endless push-ups Hailey always saw him doing finally paying off. ‘You can’t hurt us.’
Her smile turned wicked, promising terrible things. ‘We’ll see about that.’ She slid the sword into a sheath strapped to her back and limped to the right wall.
Hailey and her friends pressed themselves against the bars to see what she was doing.
‘Uh oh,’ Alec squeaked.
The woman raised her hands, and the centre of the wall groaned, sliding upwards to reveal a passageway. She ducked through it, the wall slamming shut behind her.
‘Well that can’t be good,’ Demi stated the obvious.
‘Where does the passageway go?’ Aaron asked Alec, who looked ready to faint.
‘Um, everywhere. They’re how Circe, our guard hydra, travels between rooms. She can come out wherever she wants.’
‘We need to split up and find her,’ Aaron said. 
Alec shook his head. ‘No, we don’t have to. When someone triggers the screecher alarm, all the doors and windows in the house go into lockdown mode. The only way out is through the front door.’
‘Let’s get there then.’
Hailey didn’t want to guard the front door, waiting for some psycho woman with the power of telekinesis and an indestructible sword, but she followed Aaron anyway. ‘Where are the police?’ she asked, jogging with Alec down a hallway lined with ancient vases. ‘Shouldn’t they have been notified when the alarm went off?’
‘No,’ Alec puffed beside her. ‘Only my dad gets alerted when – the alarm goes off. Alerting the police as well – would draw too much attention.’
The four of them flew into the entryway, taking their stand in front of the double doors. Doors that looked really tempting for Hailey to run through. She hadn’t signed up for this. She was supposed to be exploring Alec’s library and watching movies, not fighting some random woman. But Hailey couldn’t let her leave. What if she wants Perseus’s sword to break into a safe made of something only adamantine can cut through? What if the safe is filled with weapons? What if she uses those weapons to go on a killing spree? Where are Alec’s parents? Please, Tyches, let them show up before we have to face this crazy woman who took down a hydra. 
‘So where’s your dad?’ Aaron asked.
‘I don’t know. Maybe he thought Demi decided to touch something again and that it was a false alarm.’
‘That was one time,’ Demi said, referring to the first time they’d been in Alec’s house and she’d touched the apple of discord.
‘I’m calling the police,’ Alec said, digging into his trouser pocket for his phone. 
‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you.’ The intruder crept from the right hallway, her injured ankle leaving a trail of blood on the white floor. ‘I warned you.’ She flicked her hands at them.
An invisible force flung Hailey to the side, pain blasting through her shoulder as she hit the marble ground. 
‘Ouch!’ Demi groaned as she smashed onto the floor beside Hailey. 
‘Don’t try and stop me,’ the woman warned, limping towards the doors. 
Aaron sprang to his feet and darted in front of her. ‘You can’t leave with that sword.’
The woman ground her teeth. ‘I’ve had enough of you kids.’ She flung her hand at Aaron. 
This time he was faster. Aaron’s hands shot out, and his force field became visible for a second, rippling like water as the intruder’s telekinetic powers hit it and then rebounded, ploughing into the woman. She soared backwards and smashed onto the stairs.
‘Oh no, she landed on the sword!’ Alec shrieked.
‘It’s indestructible,’ Demi reminded him, standing back up with Hailey.
Hailey rubbed her aching shoulder, wishing she had Kora around to heal it for her. ‘Is she unconscious?’ she asked as Aaron approached the unmoving intruder.
‘Yeah, make sure she’s not faking,’ Demi added. ‘She might spring up when you get close—that’s what they do in the movies.’
Aaron climbed up the first few steps and crouched beside her, poking her in the ribs. ‘She’s unconscious,’ he said, rolling her onto her side and yanking Perseus’s sword free. 
Alec lunged forward, snatching it from Aaron’s hands and combing his eyes over the glittering metal. He blew out a breath. ‘It’s okay.’
‘Medusa! What happened?’ Alaric, wearing spectacles and having the same gangly figure as Alec, had materialised in front of the doors with Amelie, who’d traded in her usual Grecian dress attire for trousers and a button-down shirt. 
Alaric’s eyes landed on the sword in Alec’s hands. ‘Perseus’s sword! Is it okay?’ He plucked it from Alec’s grasp, giving it the same once over Alec had.
‘Yeah, but I can’t say the same for the weapons room.’ Alec dragged a hand through his hair, his cheeks flushing. ‘Circe fell over in it.’
‘Is everybody okay?’ Amelie asked.
They all nodded.
‘Who is that?’ Amelie nudged her head towards the unconscious woman.
‘She tried to steal the sword,’ Demi blurted. ‘We were walking around looking at the artefacts when the screecher alarm started wailing, and then we heard someone say they were going to kill Circe and everyone else in the house. We got down there in time to see her fight the hydra, which she managed to knock out with a pillow—you might want to think about upgrading to a stronger monster. Then the woman in black escaped into the passageway, and we waited for her here. She never stood a chance.’
‘I’m calling the police.’ Amelie pulled a circle of glass with a pair of gold wings printed on it from her trousers, and rested it in the palm of her hand. ‘Call the police,’ she said, touching the wings. Gold light shone up from the symbol, and a heartbeat later a man’s head appeared, floating above the phone. 
‘What is your emergency?’ the hologram asked.
‘I don’t understand,’ Alaric said as Amelie began telling the police what had happened. ‘How did that woman defeat Circe?’
‘I told you—with a pillow.’
‘The sleeping dust,’ Alec explained. ‘She’s an Inbetweener with the power of telekinesis. She must’ve used her powers to lift the glass case off so that when the sleep dust exploded from the trap around the sword, she wasn’t affected. And then she used that dust to knock out Circe.’
‘My word.’ Alaric clucked his tongue. ‘We definitely have some kinks to work out in the security system. Thank the Tyches you saved the sword. I better return it.’
Alaric veered down the left hallway just as two police officers materialised beside Amelie. 
‘Where’s the intruder?’ one of them asked.
Aaron pointed to the stairs, where the woman was still unconscious. The police officer who’d spoken marched over to her and slid gold cuffs onto her wrists to neutralise her powers. A winged pendant hung around the officer’s neck. He touched a hand to it, while keeping his other one latched around the intruder’s wrist. They both swirled into a mixture of colours, like a rainbow ice-cream, and then disappeared altogether. 
‘I’ll need to ask you some questions,’ the other officer said.
The next hour consisted of Hailey and her friends answering about a thousand questions before the other police officer vanished too. In that time, five more people had arrived. Alaric had informed Hailey and her friends that they were members of the TripleAS—The Archaeological Ancient Artefacts Society—before disappearing with them somewhere inside the mansion, to no doubt discuss upgrading the security system.
‘I called your parents,’ Amelie informed Hailey, Demi, and Aaron, who were sitting halfway up the staircase, trying to process everything that had happened. ‘Everyone’s mums are on their way. When they get here, remember that everything here is a replica. This was a simple home invasion. Perseus’s sword was a fake, understand?’
They nodded. Hailey wanted to laugh at the idea of this being a simple home invasion. Someone had broken into the mansion to steal an indestructible sword, and they’d almost killed a hydra—one specifically trained to defend the artefacts here. There was nothing simple about what had happened. Why do I keep finding myself in these life or death situations? Did a Hecate curse me? Did the Tyches of the world make a pact to suck away all of my good luck?
‘Why didn’t you and Dad come when the alarm sounded?’ Alec’s voice bordered on accusatory as he turned to his mum, who was standing beside him. 
Guilt strained Amelie’s face. ‘We didn’t know. When we arrived at the Egyptian dig site, the officials there made us hand in our phones—something about security measures. But we quickly found out the whole thing was a hoax. The double-headed sphinx was a fake. As soon as we collected our phones and saw the alarm had been activated, we came back. I’m so glad you’re okay.’ She hugged Alec to her side.
Alec pulled away and shook his head. ‘No, it’s all too perfect. There’s something you’re not telling us. How did that woman know you and Dad wouldn’t be home? And that you wouldn’t be able to see that the alarm had been activated? And how did she know about the real sword being here? Who was she, Mum?’
Amelie hesitated. Her eyes shifted to Hailey, Demi, and Aaron before she sighed. ‘I suppose you’ve been through enough to know the truth... It seems very convenient that your father and I were called away on a hoax discovery only an hour before someone tried to steal Perseus’s sword. I can think of one group who might want to get their hands on that sword more than anyone else… The Olympian Mysteries.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘The Olympian Mysteries?’
‘Yes. It’s a secret cult who believe the Olympian gods are the rightful rulers of this world, and strive to resurrect them.’
Hailey’s stomach dropped. She thought only the nereids were concerned with bringing back the gods, but now there was a cult too. It’s okay, she didn’t get what she wanted, Hailey reminded herself. And now that the police have her, they can find out whatever the Mysteries’ plan is and who else is in the cult. 
‘Seriously?’ Demi shifted on the stairs. ‘Have they not heard the stories about how evil the gods were? If they come back, they’ll probably destroy the world in vengeance for our ancestors killing them.’
‘They believe the Olympians will reward them with positions of power,’ Amelie explained.
‘How do they plan on bringing the gods back?’ Hailey’s voice was almost a whisper; the very thought of them having a plan to resurrect the gods made her want to hide in an underground bunker. She’d already faced two gods and almost died—and they hadn’t even been Olympians. 
‘They don’t really have a plan,’ Amelie said. ‘They mainly steal the gods’ statues and possessions. I think they believe that worshipping the Olympians will bring them back—which would never work.’
‘Why would they want the sword though?’ Aaron tapped his fingers on the step, where the intruder’s blood still stained the white marble. ‘How would that bring back the gods?’
‘It wouldn’t,’ Amelie said. ‘But it would make a great weapon against anyone who came after them. It’s a good thing you stopped her. Now the police have a chance of disassembling the cult.’
‘You think they’ll be able to?’ Hailey’s voice was desperate. She’d destroyed the nereids’ plans to reawaken the gods, and now there was another group with plans to follow in their footsteps. She couldn’t deal with worrying about the gods returning at any moment. Not again. Not when it meant everyone would turn to her—the only Zeus in the world—to stop them. 
Amelie gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Of course. You have nothing to worry about. The gods are dead, and that’s how they’ll stay.’
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Back to School
‘Hailey, do you need any help?’ Evonee, Hailey’s mum, called from downstairs. 
Hailey tossed her stationary kit in her somewhat-neatly packed suitcase. ‘No, I’m coming down now.’ She zipped it up and wheeled it towards the door, sparing her blue room one last look before making her way downstairs, her suitcase thumping against every step.
‘Mum?’ Hailey called, reaching the living room. The sweet buttery scent of pancake batter drifted in from the kitchen where they’d eaten chocolate-chip pancakes for lunch—something that had become a tradition since starting at Poseidon’s Academy.
‘I’m here.’ A teenage girl with dark auburn hair strolled out from beside the stairs, a giant grin on her face.
Hailey gasped and took a step back. ‘Mum, stop it. You do this every time. You know I hate it when you use your powers like this.’
‘But I’m really coming with you this time,’ Evonee said. 
‘Mum, I’ve told you before. I love you, but you’re not a teenager. You’re forty-two, not fifteen.’
Evonee’s face began stretching and contracting at the same time, as if she were morphing into a different person. ‘I’m actually thirty-two, thank you very much,’ she said as she shot up several inches, now looking like an adult again. 
Hailey rolled her eyes. ‘That’s just how old you choose to look.’
Evonee smirked. ‘Being a Hebe does have its perks.’ She tucked a strand of hair that had freed itself from her ponytail behind her ear; blue, red, yellow, and green paint speckled her hands. ‘But I was serious when I said I wanted to come with you. You barely sent me any letters last year.’
Technically that hadn’t been Hailey’s fault. When PET had seized control of the Academy, they’d confiscated everyone’s stamps and only allowed them to send letters sparingly—after PET had read them to make sure they weren’t revealing anything about the takeover. Not to mention a deadly disease had swept through the school—thanks to Pandora—and letters had been sent even less after that. Her mum didn’t know anything about those things though. 
Amathia had used a spell to make sure the students couldn’t tell anyone back home about the takeover—it was the only way to keep PET from finding their way back to the palace. And as for the disease, aside from Hailey, her friends, and a few teachers, no one knew Pandora had been responsible. Amathia had told everyone that Hecate had left behind a plague potion, and that the nereids had slipped it into the Academy’s drinking water. 
‘I’m sorry. I promise I’ll send you at least two a week.’
‘Three.’
Hailey smiled. ‘Deal.’
Evonee pulled her into a hug. ‘I’m going to miss you, kiddo.’
‘Me too,’ Hailey said, the sweet scent of vanilla drifting up her nose, mixed with the slightest hint of turpentine.
Evonee wiped at a few tears and sniffed. ‘It’s almost four thirty-three.’
Hailey reached into the pocket of her midnight blue skirt and pulled a necklace with a gold-winged pendant from it. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Twenty seconds left until her departure time. ‘I’ll see you in the mid-semester break holidays,’ she told her mum. 
Evonee nodded, wiping away more tears.
Hailey’s eyes shifted back to the clock. Five, four, three, two. She slipped the necklace over her head and managed a half-wave to her mum before Evonee and the entryway swirled into a mess of colours. Pins and needles pricked at Hailey’s skin as the colours swirled faster and faster around her, like a rainbow tornado. And then slowly the world reformed, revealing a sea that sparkled like aquamarines, sapphires, and turquoises in the beaming sunlight.
‘Welcome back, Hailey.’
Madam Grayson, her overseer, stood beside her. Her long dark hair was tied in a plait like always, draping over her Grecian dress—an outfit all the female teachers wore, making them look like priestesses from ancient times. She ticked Hailey’s name off a list covered in names and arrival times, while Hailey scooted out of the way before the next student scheduled to arrive could crush her. She gazed around the tropical island. White sand as soft as powdered sugar covered the island, with coconut trees spread all around. Teachers dressed in Grecian outfits stood at various points, ticking off names as students materialised in front of them. 
Hailey spotted Demi and Alec with the other third years, lounging under a coconut tree a few yards away; she wheeled her suitcase over to them, its wheels squeaking against the soft sand.
‘Hailey.’ Demi leapt up and gave her a quick hug. 
‘Hi, Hailey,’ Alec said, standing up and wiping sand off his long midnight blue trousers.
‘Where’s Jayden?’ Hailey glanced around. 
Demi’s jaw jutted out. ‘He’s over there.’ She waved an irritated hand to the left.
Hailey spotted his overly-gelled black hair about five coconut trees over. Cady, another third year, was sitting with him, the two of them cuddling up. ‘I didn’t know they were such close friends,’ she remarked, a little hurt that Cady was probably the reason why Jayden had barely spent any time with them over the holidays.
‘I think they might be more than friends,’ someone said from behind her. 
Hailey swung her head around. ‘Oh, hey, Aaron.’ She stared back at Jayden and Cady, watching him tuck a strand of her brown flyaway hair behind her ear. ‘You might be right about that.’
Demi crossed her arms over her midnight blue blazer, where the Academy’s emblem—a gold trident with the letters P and A encircled by a swirl of water—was stitched onto the breast pocket. ‘He doesn’t even remember we exist.’
‘I doubt that’s true,’ Hailey said. ‘Jayden. Jayden, we’re here,’ she called out, waving a hand above her head.
Jayden glanced over, giving her a little wave before returning to his conversation with Cady.
Hailey dropped her hand and swallowed down the bitter taste in her mouth. Her best friend since primary school had just ignored her, all because he had some stupid girlfriend. 
‘Told you he doesn’t care about us anymore.’ Demi turned her back on the pair.
Aaron punched her playfully on the shoulder. ‘What’s the matter, you don’t want to share him? He just has a girlfriend now. We’ll still get to see him.’
‘Yeah, he’s still our friend,’ Alec agreed, sounding a little unsure. 
Demi shrugged. ‘Whatever you think.’
‘Third years gather up,’ Madam Grayson called out, standing a few feet from the shoreline.
‘Come on, Dems, we’re about to start our third year. Don’t let Jayden get to you,’ Hailey said. 
‘You’re right. He’s so not worth it.’ Demi smiled. ‘And I am pretty excited about seeing the palace again.’
The four of them joined the throng of students flocking around Madam Grayson. 
‘I want a good view for the whirlpool,’ Demi declared, skirting around the students with Hailey, Alec, and Aaron, and stopping in front of the sea.
Master Anderson, wearing gold shorts and a white polo shirt, sauntered towards the shoreline. Waves rolled onto the beach, washing over his gold training shoes as he pitched a shiny blue orb into the sea.
Hailey pressed her hands to her ears a second before a deafening CRACK split the air. The ground shook with the strength of an earthquake, and the sea whipped into a frenzy, swirling into a whirlpool that swallowed Master Anderson.
‘I love our ride to school.’ Demi bounced on her toes, watching the fifth years form groups and leap into the sea.
What’s waiting on the other side of that whirlpool? Hailey wondered. Maybe the nereids have teamed up with sea-monsters and taken control of the palace from Amathia? Maybe they’ll be waiting in the grounds to attack us?
Stop freaking out. Amathia probably had someone cast an anti-nereid spell over the palace to keep them out. She’d be crazy not to. 
The fourth years jumped into the water. ‘Okay, our turn everyone,’ Madam Grayson announced. 
Demi latched on to Hailey and bounded towards the sea before any of the other third years could make a move. Hailey barely managed to keep hold of her suitcase as the two of them leapt into the whirlpool.
The sea swirled around them like a tornado, sea-spray misting against their faces and tingling Hailey’s tongue with salt.
‘Woohoo!’ Demi hollered.
‘I can’t believe I was ever afraid of this whirlpool.’ Hailey trailed a finger through the cool water spinning around her, remembering back to her first year when she’d almost collapsed at the thought of jumping into it.
The water vanished, and Hailey slipped through the air for a few heartbeats before her black buckle-up shoes hit solid ground. Above her, the whirlpool spun, waiting to drop the next students into the grounds. 
‘Welcome back, girls.’ Master Anderson stood beside them, holding the glass orb he’d thrown into the sea. As far as Hailey could see, no nereids—or sea-monsters—lurked in the grounds. Everything looked normal. Blue skies. 
‘I’ll never get tired of seeing this place.’ Hailey stepped away from Master Anderson and gazed at Poseidon’s palace. It looked as if it had been carved from ice, with its blue crystal exterior sparkling as imitation sunlight glinted off its spires and turrets, which rose towards the sea above. 
The gigantic grounds that encircled the palace were just as incredible. Sea-anemones and coral formed bright gardens of pinks, purples, blues, and greens. Trees with coral trunks were scattered around them, each one growing different types of jewels every colour of the sea—emeralds, tanzanite, lapis lazuli, and dozens more. Other trees grew big bunches of pearls, and seaweed draped from some trees, with seashell flowers blooming along their branches. 
The sea surrounded the entire thing, stretching over the grounds and the palace like a dome of water. Hailey was grateful for the invisible force field that kept the water from flooding in on them like a tsunami. 
‘Thanks for waiting.’
Aaron and Alec sauntered up beside Hailey and Demi.
‘You can blame her,’ Hailey told Aaron, nudging her head at Demi, who was pinching a sapphire between her fingers, as if contemplating whether to break the rules and shove it into her pocket. 
After a heartbeat, Demi tossed it back in the pile scattered at the base of the sapphire tree beside them. ‘Come on, let’s go inside before you-know-who and his girlfriend show up.’
They strode across the transparent diamond ground, Hailey gazing down at the rainbow reefs and darting fish, and passed through the palace’s mother-of-pearl double doors. Thousands of pearls—probably even millions—covered the entryway’s floor, and seashells and jewels decorated the frosted crystal walls. A glass statue of Poseidon raising his trident stood in the centre of the open space, with a curving crystal staircase on either side of him. 
Hailey and her friends dumped their suitcases in the giant pile scattered in front of Poseidon’s statue, and wandered through the archway between the two staircases, entering the main hall. Big orbs of light floated beneath the ceiling, illuminating the long room, where over fifty mother-of-pearl tables stretched across the vast space, the gold plates, goblets, and cutlery on them glittering under the orbs’ light. 
The place was already crowded with fourth and fifth years, their chatter echoing around the hall as Hailey and her friends settled at a table in the middle of the room, waiting for the rest of the student population to stream in. 
Demi touched the gold plate in front of her. One moment it was empty, and the next a peanut butter cookie was sitting on it, its sweet buttery scent making Hailey’s mouth water.
‘Demi, we have to wait for everyone else before we eat.’ Alec glanced around, expecting a teacher to swoop in and tell them off.
‘It’s just a cookie.’ Demi bit into it, crumbs scattering over her light blue button-down shirt. 
‘Hey, guys.’ Kora dropped into the scallop-shell chair across from Hailey. 
Tahlia settled into the chair beside her, her long dark hair gleaming like satin. ‘Where’s Jayden?’ she asked in an Australian accent that matched Kora’s. 
‘Don’t ask,’ Demi grumbled, swallowing the last of her cookie and wiping crumbs off her shirt. 
‘He has a girlfriend,’ Aaron explained, leaning back in his chair.
‘I like your new hair,’ Hailey said to Kora, noticing the pink tips in her honey-blonde hair. 
‘Thanks. I like to try something different every year.’ 
‘How was your holiday?’ Alec asked.
‘Fun,’ Kora said. ‘You guys should come to Australia with us on the next one. You’ll love the beach. There’s this one beach that has an Artemis who gets dolphins to give rides—the dolphins have to agree of course. And then there’s this other beach that has Poseidons who create waves as tall as the Academy’s third floor. It’s great for surfing.’ 
‘My holiday was extra fun.’ A smile broke across Tahlia’s face, her crystal blue eyes glittering. ‘My powers grew. I can wake people up now. Watch.’ She leaned across the table and blew a puff of gold dust into Alec’s face.
His head lolled back instantly, and his body slumped down in his chair. Tahlia pressed her index fingers to the corners of his eyes; his eyelids flicked open in an instant. ‘What happened?’
‘Sorry, Alec. I probably should have asked first,’ Tahlia said, settling back in her chair with a proud smile.
‘I wish my stupid powers would grow,’ Demi said, materialising another cookie on her plate—this time chocolate chip.
About an hour passed before the nervous first years finally filed in, followed by a few teachers who took their places at the table stretching across the front of the hall.
Amathia, the nereid who ran the school, rose from the teachers’ table, her pale blue dress shimmering like the iridescent scales of a fish. Curtains of platinum blonde hair fell over her dress, and her turquoise eyes darted around the room. ‘Welcome back everyone. I am hoping this year will be uneventful compared to last year. For those afraid of PET returning, please be assured I have taken extra measures to ensure no one can materialise inside the palace.’
Aaron sunk down a few inches, attempting to hide from the few students around them who shot him a look.
‘To the new students, my name is Amathia, and I converted this palace into a school seven years ago so that humans could learn the true accounts of history and how to harness their powers. The older students know that my sisters did not approve of my plans, but I went ahead with them anyway. At the end of last year, my sisters made the decision to leave Poseidon’s palace, so you need not worry about crossing paths with them—they will not return.’ Amathia smiled. ‘Let us eat.’
Hailey blew out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. A small part of her had thought that maybe Amathia had been stupid enough to let her sisters back. She grinned at the thought of having a nereid-free year, where she wouldn’t have to worry about them killing everyone in the palace or resurrecting the gods. She could finally enjoy just being a student. Blue skies.
The only thing she had to worry about now was the stupid Olympian Mysteries. ‘So have you heard anything more about that person who broke into your place?’ Hailey asked Alec quietly enough that Kora and Tahlia wouldn’t hear, but they were too busy talking to Tanzy and Lexa—fellow third years—to even notice Hailey’s whispering. 
Battered fish and salt and vinegar chips materialised on his plate. ‘Just that she was definitely part of the Olympian Mysteries.’
‘Did she give up the other people in the cult?’ 
Alec nibbled on a chip. ‘Not yet. Sorry.’
Hailey sighed. So they’re still out there: some stupid cult who can bring about the prophecy of the gods returning and a Zeus having to fight them. Well this Zeus almost died going up against Hades. Her body shook as she remembered the fireball burning in his hand. Of him drawing his arm back to throw it at her.
‘You really don’t have to worry though, Hailey.’ Alec cut up his fish. ‘My mum was telling you the truth when she said they’re a bunch of people who have no idea how to resurrect the gods.’
Something cold and wet splattered on Hailey’s shoulder, dripping down her blazer and onto her blue button-down shirt. 
‘Oops, I spilt my kale smoothie.’
Hailey glared behind her at Venus, who stood with Nerissa and Cleo—twins with dark hair that fell in loose curls to their waists, and sparkling deep blue eyes. The three of them were beyond beautiful, which made Hailey hate them all the more, considering how hideous they were on the inside. ‘You did that on purpose.’
‘Prove it.’
A stream of chocolate milk sprayed into Venus’s face, soaking her pristine blonde curls. 
‘Oops.’
Venus’s violet eyes shot to Demi, who was innocently holding an empty gold goblet. ‘You’re dead!’
‘Is there a problem?’ Madam Grayson appeared beside their table so quickly it was as if she’d been waiting for something like this to happen. 
Venus gritted her teeth before turning to Madam Grayson with a sweet smile. ‘I accidentally spilt my drink, and then Demi threw hers at me. Totally uncalled for.’
‘It slipped,’ Demi said with a shrug.
‘I’d really hoped you’d worked out your differences last year,’ Madam Grayson sighed, acting as if they were siblings who refused to get along. ‘Venus, go back to your seat. You shouldn’t be walking around with a drink.’
Venus huffed and stalked away with the twins, her blonde hair still dripping milk.
‘Please try harder,’ Madam Grayson said to Hailey and her friends before turning on her heels and wandering back towards the teachers’ table. 
Hailey hated that she’d disappointed her overseer, but in her defence Venus was the one who always started everything. All Hailey and her friends did was defend themselves. ‘Tanzy, do you mind?’ Hailey said, waving a hand at the smoothie covering her blazer. 
Tanzy, who was sitting next to Tahlia, straightened the purple ribbon in her dark hair. ‘Not at all.’ She clicked her fingers, and the green liquid soaking into Hailey’s uniform vanished, as if she’d just had it dry-cleaned. ‘I think I’m getting close to making people disappear too,’ she said with a wink. 
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African Safari
After finishing dinner, Hailey headed up to the fourth floor with her friends, wandering into their common room. 
The left half of it resembled a study area, crowded with scallop-shell chairs and desks, as well as an enormous coral bookcase that stretched along the back wall. Sofas, armchairs, and plump pillows filled the right side, where an ornate fireplace crackled with blue-tinged flames, the burning driftwood inside it filling the common room with the faint scent of smoke. 
‘Wait up,’ a familiar voice called after Hailey and her friends as they drifted into the room’s centre. They swung around to face Jayden—and Cady, who was lurking behind him.
‘Oh, so now we’re good enough to talk to?’ Demi crossed her arms.
‘Don’t be like that, Dems,’ Jayden said. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t hang out with you over the holidays. You see, Cady and I are dating.’ He reached back and grabbed Cady’s hand, gently tugging her forward.
‘So what exactly do you want from us?’ Demi snapped as more students poured into the common room and started disappearing into the boys’ and girls’ dormitories.
‘I was hoping the six of us could hang out in the grounds or something.’
Before anyone had a chance to reply, the door in the centre wall burst open.
‘Ooh, there’s another room in here.’ A rake-thin girl with her hair tied into two ponytails stumbled into the common room.
‘I don’t think we’re supposed to be in here, Lacey,’ the girl standing behind the first one said, her black hair shimmering with a kaleidoscope of colours.
‘You’re right.’ Demi rested her hands on her hips. ‘You’re not supposed to be in here. This is the third years’ common room, and you look a little young to be third years.’
Lacey stepped further inside, not noticing Demi’s surly tone. ‘We’re first years,’ she said absentmindedly, peering around.
‘You need permission from one of us to be here,’ Alec said matter-of-factly.
‘We’re sorry,’ the girl with black rainbow hair said, her cheeks turning pink. ‘We’ll go now.’ She grabbed Lacey’s wrist and tried to tug her backwards. But Lacey didn’t move, too focused on staring around the room.
A boy with a freckly face and an impish grin slipped in behind her. ‘Well, this is boring. It looks exactly like ours.’
Demi threw her hands up. ‘We might as well invite all the first years in.’
The girl with black rainbow hair winced and took a step back, as though she were afraid Demi would yell at her. 
‘Hi, I’m Hailey,’ she said in as nice a voice as possible, trying to make up for Demi taking her bad mood out on them. 
‘I’m Lacey, and that’s Zara.’ She waved a hand at the other girl, who smiled sheepishly.
‘We’re going now.’ Zara tugged Lacey’s wrist again, this time dragging her back through the door.
But the boy didn’t budge.
‘And you are?’ Jayden asked him, voice light.
The freckle-faced boy eyed him up and down, as if deciding whether Jayden was worth the effort of responding. ‘Bryce,’ he eventually said. 
‘Well, I’m—’
‘I don’t care,’ Bryce cut Jayden off. 
‘Excuse me?’ Demi ground her teeth, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. ‘You’re in our common room, which you’re not meant to be in, by the way. You can’t be rude. Get out!’
Bryce grinned. ‘I’d be careful how you talk to me.’
‘How I…’ Demi froze for a second, as if she’d forgotten what she was about to say, and then whipped around to Jayden. ‘You think you can come up to us whenever you want and pretend like everything is fine?’ she yelled. ‘You think you can treat us like lepers? Well, you can’t! We’ve been friends for ten years, and now you’ve turned your back on us because you have a girlfriend. I never thought you were that kind of person, Jayden.’
Hailey’s jaw dropped. What in Tartarus is happening? Why is Demi freaking out? ‘Um, Demi.’ Hailey touched her arm.
Demi shook it off and focused her raging eyes on Cady, who looked as if she were seconds away from bolting for cover. ‘And you. You stole him from me. How dare you!’ She threw her arms forward, shoving Cady.
‘Ouch,’ Cady yelped, thumping to the pearl floor.
Jayden shot in front of Demi, staring at her as if she were a complete stranger. ‘What is wrong with you?’ 
Demi froze again for a second, and then her whole body un-tensed. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she gasped, the anger melting from her face. ‘I didn’t mean what I said.’ She reached a hand down to Cady.
‘Stay away from her—stay away from us,’ Jayden snapped before helping Cady up and disappearing down the stairs with her.
‘Demi, what in Tartarus was that?’ Hailey asked.
Demi shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I suddenly felt really angry—like want-to-murder-someone angry.’
Bryce chuckled.
‘You.’ Aaron pointed an accusatory finger at him. ‘You did that to her, didn’t you?’
Bryce shrugged. ‘Maybe. It was very entertaining.’
‘You’re an Eris,’ Alec gasped. ‘You can’t use your strife-creating abilities like that. It’s against the rules.’
‘Who’s going to stop me?’
‘Me.’ Aaron’s hand shot out.
Bryce leapt back into his common room before Aaron could lay a finger on him. ‘See ya later.’ He slammed the door in Aaron’s face.
‘I’m not letting him get away with that.’ 
‘It’s okay.’ Demi stopped Aaron before he could throw the door open. ‘You’ll end up with detention if you do anything. And I meant what I said to Jayden—I just never meant to say it out loud. I shouldn’t have pushed Cady though. That was bad.’ Demi shook her head in shame, and then noticed everyone in the common room was staring at her with a mixture of shock, anger, and disgust. ‘Can we please leave. I’m so embarrassed.’
***
Photos and hand-drawn pictures of monsters and creatures covered the walls in the Monsters and Creatures classroom: minotaurs snarling with glowing red eyes; pegasi gliding through the sky on feathered wings. So many terrifying and beautiful beasts watching Hailey from those pictures. 
Demi headed towards the first row of polished-coral desks and slumped into a scallop-shell chair. ‘Everyone is staring at me.’
Aaron tipped his book bag onto his desk, textbooks, notebooks, and pens spilling everywhere. ‘Ignore them. Any sign of weakness will only make it worse—pretend like you don’t even notice the glares.’
Hailey glanced around. Almost the entire Monsters and Creatures class was staring at the back of Demi’s head. She heard the hushed whisper of someone saying, ‘Apparently, she punched Cady for no reason. I thought Demi was supposed to be nice, but she’s just like Venus.’
Hailey’s blood boiled like a Hecate’s bubbling cauldron—comparing her best friend to that harpy was the ultimate insult. She whipped her gaze to the whisperer, opening her mouth to set them straight, but her words fell away when Jayden strode through the door. Her eyes shone expectantly, waiting for him to smile and come over—after all, Cady wasn’t in their class group, so there was no reason why he couldn’t sit with them. 
He gave Hailey a half-smile and settled into a chair in the back row. Hailey’s chest tightened. It’s okay, she told herself. Jayden is still your friend. He’ll realise he’s being a massive jerk face soon enough.
‘Don’t bother getting your textbooks out,’ Madam Grayson said when she entered the classroom. She walked to the front and slipped behind her long polished-coral desk, where she placed a crystal orb among the piles of neatly stacked books.
Hailey frowned; it looked like the memory ball Amathia taught Ancient History with.
‘I spent the holidays on an African safari,’ Madam Grayson informed them. ‘I saw some of the monsters and creatures I’ve been teaching you about, as well as some new breeds, so I thought it’d be a good learning experience to show you the monsters close up.’ Madam Grayson beamed with excitement. ‘Amathia has kindly leant me her watwdaom nnavv, so off to Africa we go.’
Madam Grayson pressed her fingers to the crystal orb. The room flooded with light as bright as a flash of lightning. Fresh air swirled around Hailey; she inhaled it, its crisp clean scent reminding her of standing on the top of a mountain with an endless forest of green beneath her. When the light faded, Hailey wasn’t on top of a mountain; she was in the back of an idle jeep with six other people. Troops of antelope, elephants, buffalo, rhinos, giraffes, and about a hundred other species, grazed and dashed through the lush green landscape, which seemed to go on forever in every direction. 
Scattered among the animals were humans. One man stood beside a fig tree, right next to a stretch of browning grass the size of a football field. He pressed his hands to the ground; the grass brightened to green and spread out like a pool of water, covering the rest of the dying earth. Not far from him was another man. He reached his arms above his head, water shooting from his fingertips and drizzling down like rain.
‘We have a large number of Demeters and Poseidons who maintain the land,’ the tour guide informed them from the driver’s seat. ‘This is the sector where we keep the ordinary animals. But I’m sure you didn’t come here to see them. So let’s move along to the monster sector.’
Hailey gulped as the tour guide gripped the jeep’s steering wheel and they took off. What kind of monsters? Please, please, please, don’t be arachnes, knoxens, or cyclopes. She never wanted to see any of those again; she’d rather forget about how they’d tried to eat her over the past two years. 
Hailey jostled around in her seat as the jeep travelled over dips in the ground, and rocks. She’d only been in a car once before, when her mum and dad had taken her for a scenic trip around England. Pain gripped her chest at the thought of her dad, and she reached to touch her gold heart-pendant necklace, which had her name engraved on it. Her dad had used his Hephaestus powers to make it for her before he’d died on her eighth birthday. But Hailey’s hand didn’t move. It stayed in her lap, completely out of her control. This wasn’t her memory. It was Madam Grayson’s, which meant she had zero freewill.
‘Here come some rare and exotic monsters,’ the tour guide called back to the tourists.
Hailey’s hand—Madam Grayson’s hand—pressed against her heart when she saw the herd of monsters. They looked like elephants at first glance—at least their bodies did. Three heads extended from their grey necks: a leopard’s, an antelope’s, and a zebra’s. It was the most bizarre thing Hailey had ever seen. It was like someone had taken four separate animals and sewed them together. 
‘To the right you will see an elimera herd,’ the tour guide informed them, slowing the jeep to a crawl. ‘The elimera is part of the chimera family, but instead of being part lion, goat, and snake, it’s part elephant, leopard, antelope, and zebra. While it may look a little daunting, the elimera is a passive creature that mainly feeds on grass—but occasionally it will devour a hyena or two.’ 
The jeep’s speed picked up again, and they stopped a minute later. The tour guide pointed to a herd of buffalo; Hailey leaned back in her seat. She’d already seen buffalo in this memory, and they weren’t that exciting. 
‘That herd looks like ordinary buffalo, I know,’ the tour guide said. ‘But don’t be fooled by them. They’re one of the most dangerous creatures you’ll see on this safari.’
Hailey would have laughed if she’d been in her own body. How can buffalo possibly be dangerous? Do these ones breathe fire?
The tour guide honked the jeep’s horn, and Hailey touched a hand to her ear, cringing at the horrible noise.
The buffalo gazed up from their grazing, their eyes locking on to the jeep and those on board. Okay, so now the buffalo will run away. How interesting. Not. The buffalo did run. But not away. They charged towards the jeep. At the same time they changed. Leathery grey skin grew over their fur, and a horn shot out from the top of their noses. They’d transformed into rhinos, and they were aiming their glinting horns at the jeep like swords as they charged towards Hailey and the other tourists.
‘Mate, I think you need to floor it,’ the man sitting in front of Madam Grayson told the tour guide.
The tour guide smirked and leaned back in his seat. 
Hailey’s eyes bulged from their sockets as her heart quadrupled in speed, racing as fast as an eight-legged cheetah. RUN! she screamed inside Madam Grayson’s head. RUN NOW!
The buffalo-rhinos were mere yards away. In a few seconds, Hailey and everyone else on the jeep would be stabbed and trampled. They didn’t stand a chance against the charging herd.
The lady sitting beside her screamed.
Hailey tried to shut her eyes. She didn’t want to watch the blood bath about to happen. But Madam Grayson’s eyes remained wide. She flinched when the herd reached the jeep, their horns ramming into a force field that rippled like Aaron’s did whenever someone touched it. The buffalo-rhinos slammed against the force field protecting the jeep again and again. A few even blew fire from their nostrils. But the force field only rippled. 
They tried to break through to the humans inside a few more times before huffing in defeat and stalking off, each one of them transforming back into a buffalo. What in Tartarus was that?!
‘We call those shape-shifting buffalo,’ the tour guide informed the petrified tourists. ‘They are incredibly territorial and will attack anyone or anything that invades their space. They can change into a rhino whenever they want, and the males can shoot fire from their nostrils. While there are only a few hundred of these creatures in the world, they have managed to kill nearly a hundred humans over the years.’
Thank the Tyches for force fields was all Hailey could think, especially when she saw the next herd—or more like pride—of monsters. These ones she recognised. They looked like lions, only twice as big.
‘Here we have Nemean lions, made famous by Heracles, who discovered them while completing his twelve labours.’ The tour guide grabbed the gun sitting on the passenger seat. Bang! A fireball the size of a pebble shot towards the sky, and the lions unleashed an almighty roar.
Their golden fur flipped inside out, like a reversible jacket. Metal now covered their skin like armour. 
‘Once they’ve transformed, their skin is impenetrable.’ The tour guide fired at one of the lions. The fireball bullet puffed into smoke the moment it hit the lion’s skin. ‘And their claws are sharp enough to slice through steel,’ he added as the pride charged for the jeep, roaring and gnashing their metal teeth together. 
The tour guide hit the accelerator before the lions could ram against the force field. Hailey was grateful for that. Even though they couldn’t hurt her, it was still terrifying seeing a monster trying to tear your throat out.
The guide went on to show them crocopotamuses—half-hippo, half-crocodile; hybrid hyenas that could throw spikes from their fur; baboons with fangs as poisonous as a cobra’s; and about a dozen other nightmarish creatures. 
Hailey was starting to think the safari would never end, and then the white light returned and she was back in the classroom, staring at Madam Grayson’s grinning face. The fear that had gripped her in the memory ebbed. Thanks to the watwdaom nnavv’s power to block a person’s emotions about the memory they’d seen, Hailey wouldn’t be having any nightmares about a crocopotamus trying to drown her.
‘I hope everyone enjoyed seeing some new monsters up close and personal,’ Madam Grayson said.
‘It was awesome!’ Demi proclaimed, all embarrassment from the start of class gone now. ‘How much did it cost you to go there?’
Madam Grayson smiled at her. ‘I think it might take you a few years to save up enough money for that trip, Demi. Well, I seem to have gone over a little today. Please apologise to Madam Norwood for me, and for homework, write a report on why you think there are so many new monster and creature species emerging. Class dismissed.’
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The Beanstalk
The sweet melody of a violin mixed with a flute drifted through the air as Hailey hunched forward, delicately tracing a fine paintbrush over the canvas in front of her. The chemical-laden smell of paint hung heavy in the air, reminding her of home and her mum. 
Hailey leaned back to examine her work; her shoulders slumped. In her mind, she’d envisioned a vase bursting with sunflowers that looked real enough to touch. But what stared back at her was a mess of yellow and brown paint. She sighed. She would never be a painter like her mum.
‘Yours looks better than mine,’ Aaron said from beside her.
She glanced at his canvas. Hailey assumed he’d been trying to paint a hydra breathing fire, but it looked more like a nine-headed dog vomiting orange. She chuckled. ‘Sorry.’
‘Now, now, my little prodigies, I will not have anyone giggling at another’s masterpiece,’ Sir Bliss said, prancing over to them in his white toga. ‘Your painting shows much potential, Aaron.’
‘Thanks,’ Aaron said, a snicker on his lips.
‘Oh my, Alec, once again your painting is sublime,’ Sir Bliss gushed, shifting his eyes to Alec’s easel beside Aaron’s.
Hailey peeked over and bit down the jealousy rising inside her. He’d painted an entire field of sunflowers creeping towards a cottage. Everything was perfect. Why couldn’t she have talent like his? 
Alec beamed. ‘Thank you. I decided to be a little daring and use a combination of acrylic and oil-based paints.’ 
‘What about me, Sir Bliss?’ Demi was sitting on a stool behind them, a pile of misshapen clay on her pottery wheel.
Sir Bliss’s features sagged a little. ‘What a lovely… um, bowl? I’m sure it will look spectacular once it’s painted. Now, where’s Jayden? Doesn’t he usually sit with you?’
The smile vanished from Demi’s face, and Hailey’s chest tightened. Hailey’s eyes shifted around the classroom. Students were scattered everywhere—at easels, pottery wheels, musical instruments, and a few at desks. That’s where Jayden was. Sitting at a desk, scribbling something in a notebook. He’s probably writing love poems for Cady, she thought with a twinge of nausea.
‘He’s not our friend anymore.’ Demi’s voice was as cold as a Chione’s powers. 
‘Oh, I…’ Sir Bliss stiffened, his eyes growing wide, as though someone had cast a freezing spell on him. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Aaron asked him.
Sir Bliss’s breath came out in a gush, and he blinked, like he’d just woken from a dream. He whirled around, his gaze fixing on Tanzy. She was walking towards them with a clay jewellery box. ‘Be care—’
A boy pushed away from his desk as Tanzy walked past. Her foot caught the chair’s leg, sending her tripping forward and the jewellery box flying from her hands. It shattered on the pearl floor, shards of baked clay scattering under desks and chairs. 
‘Oops. Sorry.’ Tanzy’s cheeks burned red as everyone’s eyes locked on to her. She moved to click her fingers to clean up the mess, but the broken clay vanished before she could. Not so much as a speck of clay dust remained, thanks to the palace’s floor having a self-cleaning spell woven into it. 
‘Sometimes my visions don’t give me enough warning,’ Sir Bliss muttered to himself, and scurried off to help Tanzy.
‘Being an Apollo with the power of premonition would be so cool.’ Demi wiped her wet clay-coated hands on her filthy apron. ‘You’d never have to study for a test—your visions would give you all the answers.’
‘Apollos have to wear neutralising bracelets coming up to and during any tests,’ Alec pointed out, and then nudged his head to Demi’s pottery wheel. ‘Your bowl is drooping.’
‘Medusa.’ Demi hit the pedal and gently cupped her hands around the spinning clay, trying to reshape it. 
‘I wonder how far he can see into the future?’ Hailey mused, watching Sir Bliss hand Tanzy a new lump of clay. Would he have a vision of the nereids waking up the gods before it happened, if they were planning something?
‘Most Apollos can only see a week in advance,’ Alec said, painting a cobblestone path leading up to the cottage. ‘Why?’ 
Hailey shrugged. ‘Thought maybe he’d be able to see any trouble from the nereids before it happened.’
‘Well, considering he didn’t the last two times, I doubt it.’ Aaron dipped a paintbrush into the blob of green paint on his palette. 
‘The nereids can’t do anything now anyway, Hailey,’ Demi said. ‘Amathia kicked their arses into the sea. We never have to worry about them again.’
Hailey wasn’t so sure about that. She wouldn’t put it past Nemertes to storm the palace—maybe with a few sea-monsters. She hoped Amathia was smart enough to have had a Hecate cast a spell over the grounds to keep them out—but that wouldn’t stop them from trying to raise the gods from the dead. Please, Tyches, don’t let them be plotting anything!
***
Hailey stared up at a seaweed tree that looked like a weeping willow, with its seaweed branches dangling down to touch the diamond ground. Seashell flowers dotted it like little daisies. One bloomed open, revealing a pearl the size of Hailey’s fist in its centre. ‘Cool,’ Hailey said, reaching out to touch it, just as the pearl dropped to the diamond floor with a thud. It rolled away towards the palace, coming to a stop in front of the double doors. 
Hailey took a step towards it, and then froze as a tremor blasted through the ground. A beanstalk exploded out of the pearl, shooting into the air like a plant spelled to grow all the way up to the sun. 
‘What in Tartarus?!’ Hailey gazed around to see what the other students were thinking, but she was alone in the grounds. She waited for people to rush from the palace—surely they’d felt the vibrations or seen the beanstalk from their windows. But no one came.
Hailey stumbled towards the beanstalk, craning her neck to follow it into the sky. She couldn’t see where it ended. This is so weird. ‘Hello, anyone there?’ she called towards the palace, not sure what she should do. 
Silence greeted her. 
Another tremor shot through the ground. This one so strong Hailey lost her balance and tumbled forward. She grabbed hold of the beanstalk before she could hit the floor.
The beanstalk sprang up again, this time with Hailey on it. A scream ripped from her, and she hugged her arms around the beanstalk. Air whooshed around her as she soared higher and higher, feeling like she was on a rocket being blasted into space.
Hailey squeezed her eyes shut. I’m okay. Everything is okay. I’m not zooming through the air on a plant that will probably drop me.
Everything suddenly went still. Hailey dared to peek her eyes open and gasped. A cloud that took up the entire sky floated beneath her, with a palace perched on top. Olympus! No one had ever seen the home of the Olympians before. No one even knew where to look for it.
Stunned, Hailey stretched her foot out and tapped the cloud. It was solid, like there was a floor beneath the wisps of white. She leapt from the beanstalk just as a streak of lightning zapped the ground in front of her. A man appeared in the lightning strike, a ring of gold leaves resting on his head, giving him away as the King of the Gods. 
‘This palace belongs to the Olympians. Get out!’ Zeus threw his hands forward, shoving Hailey backwards. 
‘AHHHH!’ she screamed, soaring off the cloud. Her hands reached for the beanstalk, her fingers gripping its leaves; they tore free, sending her plummeting towards the earth. 
Hailey sucked in a breath, waking up to sweaty skin and twisted sheets. Seriously, this again? Why did she always have these stupid dreams when she was at the Academy? The gods are dead. The gods are dead. The gods are dead, Hailey repeated to herself again and again until her heart slowed. The words didn’t stop her mind from racing though. What will happen if the gods wake up? If they suddenly appear one day demanding to be worshipped again? The world would look to her, the only Zeus in the world, to face them. All because of some stupid prophecy that had haunted Hailey her entire life: “the gods will one day return to claim back their thrones. Only the one born with the powers of Zeus, who can shoot lightning from their hands, will be able to defeat them.”
Like every Zeus that had come before her, Hailey couldn’t shoot lightning from her hands. Tartarus, she could barely control her powers well enough to shoot lightning from the sky. She was a weak Zeus—at least in the eyes of everyone else who expected her to be stronger. To be in total control of her powers, despite the fact she was only fifteen and her powers were still growing.
Hailey sighed. Why did she have to be the only Zeus in the world? Why didn’t whoever hands out powers give it to someone else? Someone stronger than her? Someone worthy of the power? 
Stop it. The gods are dead. You don’t have to worry about facing them. She tried to distract her mind by focusing on her dorm. Outside her window, which was spelled to gaze into the back of the grounds, the sun was starting to rise, casting a golden glow over the furniture. A giant clamshell floated beside her double bed, a glass of water resting inside its open mouth. A seashell-encrusted mirror hung above her mother-of-pearl chest of drawers, and not far from it was her white polished-coral desk and scallop-shell chair. Demi’s half of the dorm matched hers—minus the window, and with clothes spilling from half-opened drawers—except that Hailey’s desk had a painting of herself hanging above it. 
Hailey smiled at it, thinking of her mum. She’d painted it for Hailey when she’d first come to Poseidon’s Academy so she wouldn’t miss looking at the sky. In the painting, Hailey was standing on a shoreline with dark waves caressing her feet. Her azure blue eyes gazed up at the twinkling stars as she raised an arm towards a cloud that had parted to reveal a full moon. Its beam touched Hailey’s face, making her pale skin glow and her long auburn hair glimmer.
The beanstalk flashed back into Hailey’s mind. She bit back a scream of frustration. For the past two years she had had dreams like this. Dreams where something or someone killed her—or tried to. They only happened when she was at the Academy. Hailey figured the dreams were her subconscious’s way of warning her of danger—or more like warning her about the nereids being up to something. But the nereids weren’t here anymore; she was safe from them, wasn’t she? 
‘Not if they’re off scheming in the middle of the sea, planning some huge attack against the Academy,’ she muttered. ‘Stupid dreams.’ Hailey tossed away the sweaty sea-silk sheets and shoved her feet into slipper boots. ‘Time to visit the stable.’ 
Hailey veered through the left archway in the entryway and weaved through the maze of hallways to a set of doors. She pushed them open, salty air engulfing her. 
Twelve mother-of-pearl stalls filled the stable. Eight of them had a sea-horse poking its head over the gate. They whinnied their greetings. ‘I missed you too,’ Hailey said, the dried seaweed covering the floor crunching under her slippers as she walked around to pat each horse. They amazed her every time she saw them, looking magical, like horses that had traded in their coats for blue rainbow fish scales. 
Hailey walked into the last stall on the right, where Rain, the pegacorn she and her friends had rescued back in first year, was clopping her hooves on the ground and whinnying. Her snow white fur sparkled in the light coming from the orb floating beneath the ceiling, and her gold mane and tail glimmered. 
‘I missed you too.’ Hailey rubbed a hand along the bridge of Rain’s nose, careful not to touch the gold horn in the middle of her forehead. ‘I had another one of my nightmares. Do you mind listening?’
Rain snorted and nodded her head.
Hailey assumed that meant of course, tell me everything and sat down next to the polished coral trough filled with water. Rain lowered herself on all fours in front of Hailey, her feathered wings spreading slightly over the hay-lined floor. 
‘So the nightmare started with a seaweed tree,’ Hailey began, launching into her dream and fears about the nereids being up to something again—this time without spies watching them. ‘I’m being stupid though, aren’t I?’ Hailey fiddled with a piece of hay, tearing it into strips. ‘The nereids can’t do anything. If they could, they would have done it already, right?’
‘Done what already?’
Hailey’s head jerked up. Thick golden brown hair was the first thing she saw—hair she’d recognise anywhere. ‘Kendra?’ What are you doing here so early?’ Hailey asked as she climbed to her feet. 
Rain pranced up to the gate, whinnying as Kendra opened it and scratched her under the chin. ‘I… um.’
‘You’re not planning on running off to an island again, are you?’
‘No, never that again. I’ve… kind of started sneaking down here and letting Rain stretch her wings.’
Hailey’s jaw dropped. ‘What?! You’ve been flying her?’
‘No. I just let her out and she flies off alone and then comes back after an hour or so.’
‘Oh… I guess that’s okay.’
Rain whinnied.
‘Rain said not to worry about the nereids. That everything will be fine.’ Kendra frowned. ‘What does that mean? Why would you be worried about the nereids? They’re gone.’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Hailey said, not wanting anyone else to know about her fears. And technically only she, her friends, and a few teachers knew just how evil the nereids were. ‘Well, I better go.’ 
‘Wait.’ Kendra stopped her. ‘Rain says she wants us to go with her this time.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Flying?’
Kendra nodded. ‘We could be back before anyone notices we’re gone.’
Hailey fiddled with her heart pendant. ‘I don’t know, Kendra. This feels a lot like first year. We should probably ask Amathia first.’
‘This is nothing like first year. I’m not sneaking off to an island all alone with a bunch of monsters waiting in a forest. We’re only going flying. But if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll ask Amathia.’
Kendra darted out of the stable before Hailey could say a word. She focused her gaze on Rain’s gold eyes. ‘Do you really think this is a good idea?’
Rain snorted and nodded.
Five minutes later, Kendra bounded back into the stable. ‘She wasn’t in her classroom.’
Hailey was surprised to find herself excited by this. Maybe Amathia would have said no.

‘Are we still going?’ 
It was against the rules to leave the palace, but the thought of going back to bed made her tremble. I need to get out of here, to escape from my thoughts. It’ll only be a quick flight—ten minutes, maybe less. And we’re not flying off to face monsters, so there’s no risk of anything bad happening.

‘Okay,’ Hailey agreed. ‘But don’t tell Demi, or she’ll kill me for not running back and waking her up to come.’
‘Deal.’ Kendra threw open the double doors that led from the stable into the grounds, and steered Rain outside. The diamond ground glowed orange in the light from the rising sun. ‘Still wanna take us for a ride?’
Rain nodded and laid down on her stomach, tucking her legs underneath her so that they could climb on. Kendra hopped on first, twisting her fingers into Rain’s golden mane. Hailey positioned herself behind her, wrapping her arms around Kendra’s waist. Hailey bit back a scream as Rain stood up and galloped across the grounds, the jewel trees blurring past her. Rain leapt inches before the ground ended, her wings stretching out and flapping. Hailey’s stomach churned as she soared upwards, feeling as though she were about to topple off the back of Rain and plummet into the sea, which was getting further and further away. She shuddered to think what sea-monsters waited beneath the surface.
‘You okay back there?’ Kendra asked as Rain levelled off, soaring through the sky like a hang-glider. 
‘Yep. Just not used to flying yet.’
Wind whipped over Hailey, blowing her auburn hair out. Endless sky stretched before them, and the sun painted everything in an amber glow. She felt free. Like nothing else mattered but this moment. All thoughts of nereids and beanstalks leading to Olympus fled from her mind as she zoomed through the sky. 
‘It’s hot,’ Kendra remarked, wiping a hand across her forehead. 
The air was heavy with moisture, sending sweat trickling down Hailey’s back. Where were they right now? The palace was designed to always be moving, so they could be in any part of the world. Maybe Australia? She’d never been, but Kora and Tahlia made it sound like an endless summer. 
‘I can fix that.’ Hailey kept one hand wrapped around Kendra’s waist as she raised her other one towards the sky. Warmth flowed down her arm and shot from her fingertips like rays of heat. The warm air cooled, a chill sweeping around Hailey as snowflakes fluttered down. 
‘Cool.’ Kendra reached out to touch one, while Rain licked at them with her tongue.
Hailey laughed, snowflakes kissing her cheeks. Flying had been a good idea after all.




5
Gesundheit
Hailey stood in the gym, dressed in a light blue polo shirt and midnight blue shorts, ready for her PE class. She winced as she gazed around at the sea-sponge floor. This room had acted as quarantine last year when Poseidon’s Plague broke out. She’d been trapped here while Demi had been dying in their dorm. She’d never felt so helpless in her life. Hailey pushed away the memories. Everything had worked out. Demi was alive, and so was the rest of the school. 
‘We’ll be practising outside today, since the palace is above water,’ Master Anderson said, marching through the gym’s doors before marching back out again. 
‘Yay, I get to use the garden,’ Demi cheered, flitting after the rest of the third years. 
‘If you sting me with a sea-anemone, I’ll send a gust of wind to blow you into the sea,’ Hailey warned with a smile.
Demi grinned deviously. ‘That’s a chance I’m willing to take.’
‘Today I want to challenge you,’ Master Anderson said when everyone had filed into the back of the grounds, where a bizarre bluish-green grass that reminded Hailey of sea-anemone tentacles coated the diamond floor. ‘Most of you have been sparring with your friends in this class, which means you know what to expect from their powers. So today I want everyone to pair with someone they’ve never sparred with before. Both of you can use your powers in the first round.’
‘Guess I won’t be stinging you with sea-anemones today,’ Demi remarked, and wandered off.
‘What if no one wants to pair with me?’ Alec gulped. ‘I hate this.’
‘You took on a cyclops last year. Are you really telling me you’re scared of asking a random to spar with you?’ Aaron said as he steered Alec away. 
‘Do you want to pair up?’
Hailey smiled at Lexa. ‘Sure.’
Lexa flicked her layered hair behind her shoulders and levitated into the air, hovering a yard above the ground. She kicked her long leg out, gently pushing it against Hailey’s shoulder. 
Hailey stumbled back a step and then ducked as Lexa reached an arm towards her. Hailey’s hand shot out, latching around her opponent’s ankle. She yanked, expecting Lexa to fall to the ground. Instead, Lexa levitated higher, dragging Hailey with her. Not good, she thought as her feet lifted off the ground. Lexa didn’t have super strength, so she’d probably drop her.
Hailey glanced back at the ground, about ten feet away now. She’d rather risk a twisted ankle than a broken neck if Lexa kept levitating higher. She let go, landing on the spongy grass.
Lexa grinned down at her, too high for Hailey to reach—well, with her hands anyway. Hailey flicked her arm. A gust of wind rushed across the grounds and slammed into Lexa, sending her crashing next to a blue opal tree. 
‘I’m so sorry,’ Hailey said, rushing over to her. ‘I didn’t mean to hit you that hard. Are you okay?’
Lexa rubbed her shoulder as she sat up. ‘Yeah.’
‘Sorry,’ Hailey said again, helping her up.
That’s when she realised how quiet the grounds had suddenly become. The only sound she could hear was someone sucking in gulps of air as if they were about to sneeze. She turned around to see what was happening as someone shouted, ‘Watch out!’
ACHOO! A sneeze blasted across the grounds, so loud the ground trembled, sending jewels and pearls shaking loose from trees and scattering over the grass. 
And then a gust of wind ploughed into Hailey like a charging minotaur, throwing her through the air. Her face smacked against the coral trunk of a topaz tree, jewels raining down on her as she slumped to the ground. Her face exploded in pain as something warm gushed from her nose.
‘Medusa, Hailey! Are you okay?’ Demi appeared at her side with Alec and Aaron, their faces masks of horror.
Hailey blinked, the world spinning around her like she’d put on a travelling necklace. 
‘I think she’s got brain damage.’ Demi shook Hailey’s shoulder. ‘Hailey, can you hear me?’
‘Yes,’ Hailey managed to say, grinding her teeth against the nausea rising into her throat.
‘We need to get her to the healing wing.’ Master Anderson hovered above her. ‘Can you stand?’
Hailey bit down hard as she sat up, her head swimming and her stomach heaving. I will not vomit. I will not vomit. 
‘Here, I’ll help.’ Jayden broke from the crowd of staring third years. 
Demi threw her arm out. ‘Stay away from her.’
Jayden froze and swallowed, a flash of pain crossing his face as if Demi had slapped him.
Aaron took one of Hailey’s arms and Alec took the other, both of them carefully tugging her up.
Hailey’s head swam again, and the nausea surged as blood dripped to the grass. She took three slow steady breaths, her head becoming clearer and the nausea easing off like a retreating wave. ‘What happened?’ she asked when she was sure her breakfast wouldn’t make a reappearance.
‘I sneezed,’ Master Anderson said simply. ‘I’m sorry, it just came over me.’
‘Gesundheit, I guess.’ Hailey wasn’t sure what else to say.
‘Your Anemoi powers make you one dangerous person to be around when you have a cold,’ Demi remarked. ‘Come on, Hails. Let’s get your nose fixed.’
Slowly, Alec and Aaron helped her into the palace and through the right archway, leading her down a long hallway to a staircase. There were only ten steps, but each one shot a pulse of pain through Hailey’s face as she climbed them. 
The minty smell of eucalyptus greeted her as she lumbered through the healing wing’s double doors. Neatly-made beds with white sea-silk sheets lined the walls of the long room. 
‘Oh, my,’ Hailey heard someone gasp from the end of the room as Alec and Aaron helped her onto the nearest bed. A plump woman appeared beside Hailey a few heartbeats later. ‘What happened to you, dearie?’ Madam Mendem, the school nurse, asked.
‘Master Anderson sneezed,’ Demi answered for Hailey. ‘He blew Hailey right into a jewel tree. I think her nose is broken.’
‘Yes, I think so too.’ Madam Mendem clucked her tongue. ‘Don’t worry, dearie, I’ll have you mended in a jiffy.’ 
Hailey cringed when Madam Mendem touched her throbbing nose, but warmth quickly washed away the pain. Crack. Madam Mendem’s nose snapped to the side, blood gushing from it and dripping onto her white apron. Hailey gawked at the nurse. ‘Is that how bad I looked?’
‘Worse,’ Demi admitted. ‘I thought you were going to puke all over the grounds.’
Hailey sat up as Madam Mendem dropped onto the bed beside hers. ‘Thanks for healing me. I’m sorry you have a broken nose now.’
Madam Mendem laid her head back against the pillows, blood dripping onto the mattress. ‘It is the curse of an Asclepius to bear other’s injuries. But I wouldn’t trade my power for any other. And I’ll be healed in about a minute.’
‘I’ll get something to wash your face with, Hailey,’ Aaron volunteered, and scurried off to the other end of the room, where there was a desk, basin, and neatly stacked sheets and blankets.
Hailey’s chest clenched when she looked at the empty bed beside Madam Mendem. An image of Pandora lying there with a dagger through her heart flashed into her mind. Where is she now? Safe? Even though she’d tried to kill them, Hailey still cared about her—and technically the nereids had manipulated her into doing their dirty work.
‘Here.’ Aaron handed her a wet face cloth.
‘Thanks.’ Hailey wiped at her face, surprised at the amount of blood soaking into the cloth. No wonder she’d felt woozy. 
‘I’ll take that.’ Madam Mendem popped up from the bed, blood still dripping from her nose. ‘You can go back to class now,’ she said, and plodded towards the other end of the room to get rid of the bloodied cloth.
‘Uh, you might want to change first,’ Demi suggested, eyeing Hailey’s clothes.
She glanced down at her blood-stained polo shirt. ‘Good idea.’ 
They left the healing wing and started down the stairs. ‘Where do you think Pandora is now?’ Hailey asked, not being able to stop thinking about her.
‘I was wondering that too.’ Demi trailed a finger across the crystal wall as she walked. ‘It’d be nice to get a letter or something from her. I mean she did almost kill me, the least she could do is stay in touch.’
‘Amathia did say she’d take her somewhere she could finally live a life,’ Alec said. ‘I’m sure she’s fine wherever she is. I also haven’t heard anything about an incurable disease breaking out anywhere, so that’s a good sign.’
Fifteen minutes later, Hailey descended the staircase back into the entryway. She moved towards the doors, to join her friends and the rest of her PE class outside, but then glanced at the left archway. Maybe Amathia has a free period. Hailey needed to talk to her. To find out what the nereids were up to, and to make sure the nightmare she’d had about Zeus being back wasn’t about to come true. If Amathia told her the nereids were trapped on a deserted island, then Hailey could put them out of her mind—and maybe her nightmares would stop.
She ventured through the left archway and followed a maze of hallways down to Amathia’s classroom, where the words Ancient History were engraved in gold calligraphy on the door. Hailey didn’t want to embarrass herself by knocking and then walking into a class filled with fifth years—better to sneak a quick peek to make sure Amathia is alone. 
She held her breath and twisted the mother-of-pearl door handle, pushing the door open a crack. She peeked through the tiny slit. White light flooded her vision.
Hailey was in the sea, with nothing but endless water stretching out around her in every direction. A girl who looked about eight years old was in the water with her. ‘How long have you had this ability?’ Hailey asked her.
A tail flicked out behind the girl. Hailey only caught the slightest glimpse of it before it dropped back into the sea, but it had looked like a mermaid tail covered in rainbow scales. What the…? Where was she? Why was she talking to some mermaid child?
‘Almost as long as I can remember,’ the girl replied. ‘Mama says I’m not meant to use my powers. She says it’s dangerous. But I love the water.’ She flicked her tail again. ‘And I can swim so fast, no one ever sees me. I can swim to the middle of the sea before they even blink.’ She giggled. ‘Okay, not that fast. But pretty fast.’ 
‘What powers do your parents possess?’ Hailey asked.
‘My mother is a conjurer. Not a very good one though. She can only conjure fruit—we eat a lot of apples.’ She giggled again. 
‘And your father?’
The light in the girl’s face dimmed. She dropped her head. ‘He left when I was little. He stopped loving me when he found out about my powers. He was a Poseidon.’ 
‘That’s interesting,’ Hailey mused. ‘I’m sure he loved you though. Sometimes parents have to leave us, and we do not always understand why.’ 
‘I should go now. Mama will worry if I am away from the house too long.’ The girl’s mermaid tail flicked behind her, splashing salty water in Hailey’s face, and she zoomed away, swimming through the water so fast Hailey thought she must have super speed. 
The memory flashed to more scenes where Hailey spoke to the girl, asking her questions about her powers and getting her to demonstrate things. It turned out her name was Azaria. Hailey recognised it as the name of the first Unique—the first human ever to develop powers different to the gods’ powers. 
Suddenly Hailey—or more like Amathia—was waiting in the spot she always did when she met Azaria. Only Azaria wasn’t there. Hailey glanced in the direction Azaria always vanished to. Nothing. The water was still. There wasn’t even a ripple, let alone a flash of tail. 
‘Something is wrong,’ Hailey muttered, and began swimming. She was as fast as Azaria, everything blurring around her as she zoomed through the water like a torpedo. It took barely any time to reach a small city by the sea. 
Hailey kept her distance, hiding behind a rock in the water so that the humans wouldn’t spot her. She gulped when she saw Azaria by the edge of the sea, not far from abandoned fishing nets and tridents. A line of fishermen had formed a barrier between the girl and the sea, and what looked like the rest of the city’s population was crowded around her. Hailey dared to swim closer, bobbing down in the water low enough that only her eyes and the top of her head were visible.
Good thing nereids can breathe
underwater, she thought, stopping close enough to the line of fishermen that she could hear every word being said. Thankfully, everyone’s eyes were on Azaria, and they didn’t notice the spying nereid.
‘Please, she is only a child. Leave her be.’ A woman was standing in front of Azaria. She had her arms out, trying to keep the humans back. Hailey guessed this was Azaria’s mother.
‘Her powers did not come from the gods,’ someone in the crowd called out. ‘She is some ghastly crossbreed. Not human.’ 
‘She is human,’ the woman pleaded. ‘She is merely different.’ 
‘It’s a bad omen,’ someone else yelled out. ‘Perhaps a sign of the gods’ return.’
‘She has nothing to do with the gods. Her powers are special,’ the woman protested. ‘We will leave. You will never have to see us again.’
‘It’s a bad omen,’ someone repeated. ‘There is a wickedness about this.’
A fireball materialised in a man’s hand, its orange flames flickering. 
‘No!’ the woman cried, stretching her arms out even further as Azaria whimpered. ‘Please do not harm her.’ 
Hailey moved at the same time the man pitched the fireball. She burst through the line of fishermen and reached Azaria as her mother cried out and collapsed.
‘Mama!’ Azaria screamed.
Another fireball materialised in the man’s hand. Hailey grabbed Azaria and yanked her into the sea, the fireball soaring over them as Hailey’s body flowed with airiness, like she was floating. A second later her head was popping out of the water, but instead of finding the fishing city before her, she found an island—one that looked a lot like the island she caught her whirlpool rides from to the Academy. 
‘Mama! Mama!’ Azaria cried beside her. 
‘Come, Azaria.’ Hailey dragged her onto the sandy beach, Azaria’s tail splitting into two legs the moment she was out of the water. 
‘No!’ Azaria tried to pull away and run back to the sea. ‘I need to save my mother.’
‘She is dead.’ 
Azaria shook her head and slapped Hailey’s hand. It stung, but she didn’t let go. ‘You’re lying. She’s alive. I have to go back.’ 
Hailey’s heart squeezed in sympathy. She remembered when her dad had died. She reached to touch the necklace he’d made her. But her hands didn’t move. ‘She is dead. I am sorry.’
Azaria burst into tears and dropped to her knees. ‘It’s my fault.’
Hailey knelt beside her, the sand warm against her legs. She wrapped an arm around the girl’s back as sobs tore through her. ‘No. Those humans are responsible.’
‘She asked me not to use my powers. I never listened. They caught me when I tried to meet you. I didn’t realise one of the fishermen was under the water, collecting a fishing net. He saw my tail change. He grabbed it and hauled me back to shore.’ 
Hailey swallowed. ‘It is my fault then. I am sorry. I should not have asked you to meet with me.’ 
‘I would have used my powers anyway.’ Azaria sobbed. ‘Is it true what they said? Am I a bad omen? Will I bring about the prophecy?’
Hailey shook her head and hugged the girl’s head to her chest. ‘No, of course not. You are unique, Azaria. Never let anyone persuade you otherwise.’ 
White light flooded the memory, and Hailey found herself peering at a classroom of students. She shot backwards, away from the door, before anyone could spot her. 
‘While Azaria escaped death, the same is not true for the other Uniques who began to emerge over the following decades.’ Amathia’s voice drifted into the hallway. ‘Humans have a tendency to fear what they do not understand, and many Uniques were killed—some by their own parents.’ Sadness tinged Amathia’s voice. ‘The Government eventually stepped in and prohibited the execution of Uniques. Thankfully, in recent years, the world has begun to accept Uniques, and while they are not considered equals yet, I hope they will be in due time. Class dismissed.’
Hailey darted down the right hallway—the one that led to the stable—pressing herself against the wall before the students came out and saw her randomly standing there. Poor Azaria. Hailey had learned about her in primary school, but reading about someone in a book was different to seeing them in real life—well, kind of real life. Humans back then were as bad as the gods. It made her sick to think about all the Uniques who’d been killed for being different. Thank the Tyches the worst they have to deal with now are bullies like Venus.
The footsteps and voices of the other students drifted away, and Hailey snuck from her hiding spot. She slipped into the Ancient History classroom, finding Amathia sitting behind her desk. Her eyebrows rose. ‘Hailey?’
‘Sorry, I should have knocked.’
‘It’s fine.’ Amathia gestured for her to come forward. 
‘I wanted to ask if you’d heard anything from Pandora,’ she said as she stopped in front of the nereid’s desk, deciding it was better to warm up to asking her about her sisters. 
‘Yes, I am in contact with her. She is very happy with her new life. I will inform her you asked about her. Is there something else?’
‘Well… I… um… Do you still see your sisters?’
Something flashed in Amathia’s turquoise-coloured eyes—sadness? Regret? Hurt? ‘I banished them. There is no need to watch them anymore,’ she said. 
‘But what if they’re planning something? Last year you told me you let them stay here so that you could keep an eye on them. With them being banished, you won’t know if they’re plotting anything.’ 
Amathia straightened and walked around her desk to face Hailey. ‘Yes, I did say that. But I have since realised that if they were capable of raising the gods, they would have done so centuries ago. Their only means was Hecate’s wand, and I destroyed that. I promise the gods are dead, Hailey, and that is how they will stay.’
The tight knot in Hailey’s stomach unwound itself like an uncoiling serpent. Of course the nereids can’t resurrect the gods. Their only real plans have been to kill everyone in the palace, but they’re not allowed near the palace anymore, so everyone inside is safe.
See, you have nothing to worry about, she reassured herself.
‘What happened to you?’ Aaron asked as Hailey plunked down beside Demi at a table in the main hall.
‘If you’d told me you were skipping the end of class, I would have joined you.’ Demi chomped down on a veggie burger, pieces of roast capsicum and onion slipping from the bun to her plate. 
‘You shouldn’t skip class,’ Alec told her with a disapproving shake of his head. ‘We’re here to learn after all.’
Hailey tapped a finger on the table’s shell border. Her friends had made it pretty clear so far that they weren’t the least bit worried about the nereids, so Hailey didn’t see the point in telling them about her fears. ‘I didn’t mean to. I wanted to see Amathia and ask about Pan—Hope.’ Hailey and her friends were the only students who knew about Pandora’s existence, and Amathia wanted to keep it that way. As far as everyone at the Academy was aware, Hope was someone they’d rescued from an island, and was now living with a relative somewhere. 
Demi gulped down a bite of burger. ‘And?’
‘Apparently she’s happy wherever she is.’ Hailey touched her gold plate, imagining a spaghetti toastie with oozing cheese. It popped onto her plate a heartbeat later, its rich saucy scent mingling with the smells of curry, seafood, and marinated meat wafting around the main hall. 
‘Who’s happy where?’ 
Hailey glared up at Venus and her twin sidekicks. 
‘What do you want?’ Aaron snapped.
Venus focused her violet eyes on Demi, a wicked smirk touching her red lips. ‘I heard you like pushing Others around, so I thought you’d like to join us the next time we have a bit of fun with Cady.’
Demi banged a fist on the table, the cutlery jumping. ‘That was an accident! I didn’t mean to.’
‘That’s not what I heard.’ Venus examined her hot pink nails, acting as if this conversation didn’t interest her in the slightest. ‘I heard you laughed when you did it, and told Cady to stay away from your boyfriend.’ Her eyes focused back on Demi. ‘I didn’t know Jayden was your boyfriend.’ She laughed. ‘Oh, that’s right. You wanted him to be your boyfriend, but he never liked you.’
Aaron shot to his feet. ‘Get away. Now!’ he growled through gritted teeth.
Venus’s smile widened. ‘Or what?’
‘Or I’ll rip your hair out,’ Hailey threatened, jumping up.
‘I’d like to see you try.’
Hailey lunged, yanking on a fistful of Venus’s pristine curls. Venus shrieked, lashing out with her nails like an enraged Erinys and clawing them across Hailey’s cheek. She ignored the stinging pain and gripped Venus’s hair tighter.
‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ the students in the main hall cheered.
Demi launched at the twins before they could grab Hailey and wrestled them to the ground.
‘Stop!’ Alec begged, jumping back from the table with his hands up, trying to absolve himself from the situation. ‘You’ll get us in trouble.’
Hailey didn’t care. She’d had enough of Venus tormenting everyone. She pulled Venus’s curls harder, satisfaction filling her when the harpy shrieked louder. 
Venus’s fist smacked into Hailey’s lip, the metallic tang of blood prickling her tongue as her lip split open. Hailey stumbled back, tripping over a chair and thumping onto the table; food smooshed against her blazer. She lay there, stunned, for a second, the chanting cries of ‘Fight!’ still echoing around the hall, and then grabbed the bowl of spaghetti bolognaise by her head and threw it at Venus.
Venus screeched as loud as the screecher alarm in Alec’s house, swiping at the sauce and minced beef pouring down her face. ‘You’re dead!’ She leapt at Hailey and smacked into Aaron’s force field, tripping backwards. 
‘ENOUGH!’
Hailey whipped around to face an enraged Madam Grayson. She’d seen her angry a few times before, but never as angry as she looked now. Her face was red, like her head was about to explode.
‘Outside. Now!’
Madam Grayson stormed from the main hall. Demi climbed off Nerissa and Cleo, who she’d been pinning down with her knees, while pressing her hands to their mouths so they couldn’t use their siren powers to sing for the boys in the hall to save them. ‘I’m scared,’ Demi muttered to Hailey as they shuffled towards the archway.
‘I didn’t even do anything,’ Alec protested. ‘I’m innocent.’ 
‘You try explaining that to her,’ Aaron whispered as they filed into the entryway. 
‘They started it.’ Venus pointed an accusatory finger at Hailey and her friends. Hailey had to suppress a laugh when she saw the spaghetti tangled in Venus’s hair.
‘No, we—’
‘Stop talking.’ Madam Grayson cut Demi off. ‘I have had enough of this fighting. I thought forcing you to work as a team in the obstacle course race last year would put an end to your squabbling, but I was wrong. I am disgusted by what I witnessed in that hall. You have not only embarrassed yourselves, but you have embarrassed me. How do you think it reflects on me that seven of my third years were fighting like a pack of lycaons? I’ve never seen such horrible behaviour.’ Madam Grayson took a couple of deep breaths, some of the redness in her face fading. ‘All of you have detention after class and on the weekends for the next month.’
Hailey’s jaw dropped. A month of being stuck with the evil trio? She’d rather be locked in Poseidon’s dungeon—if it had still existed. 
‘Madam Grayson, that’s not fair. We—’ Venus began.
‘Would you like to make it two months, Venus?’ 
Venus lowered her eyes. ‘No.’
‘Since the palace’s self-cleaning magic will have cleaned up your mess by now, you can go back in the hall and polish every plate, goblet, knife, and fork, while I try and explain to Amathia why you shouldn’t be expelled.’ Madam Grayson stormed through the left archway.
‘This is all your fault,’ Venus spat at Hailey.
‘You’re the one who came up to us,’ Hailey reminded her. 
‘We’re not polishing anything,’ Venus declared, and stomped up the stairs with the twins.
‘This is so unfair,’ Alec said. ‘I need that after school time to study. And what if they add this to my school record?’ He paled. ‘And do you think Madam Grayson was serious about Amathia potentially expelling us? Medusa, why am I friends with you three when you’re always getting me into trouble?’ Alec gasped in tiny breaths of air, looking as if he were about to faint. 
Aaron threw an arm around Alec’s shoulders. ‘Because you secretly love living life on the edge, and we’re the only ones who can stand your know-it-all attitude.’ He rubbed his knuckles on Alec’s head, ruffling his blond hair. ‘And we’ve saved this school too many times for Amathia to expel us.’ 
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The Library
Hailey stood with her friends in the Monsters and Creatures classroom, waiting for Madam Grayson to assign them their first detention. Their overseer sat behind her desk, drumming her fingers on its coral surface, looking unhappy enough to make them polish every jewel embedded in the palace’s crystal walls. ‘Where are Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo?’
Aaron shrugged. ‘No idea.’
‘Hailey, go find them.’
Hailey held back a sigh. ‘Yes, Madam Grayson,’ she said, trudging from the classroom and heading for the staircase at the end of the hallway. Why did she have to be the one to go and find them? Why couldn’t Madam Grayson do it?
Hailey traipsed up to the fourth floor, sweeping her eyes over the bustling common room, where students were laughing and talking with friends while doing their homework. Venus and the twins weren’t there, as far as she could see. Where are they? Venus’s dorm? Uck, she so did not want to go there. But she also didn’t want to risk making Madam Grayson angrier by returning to her classroom without the evil trio. 
Hailey strode past the fireplace and into the girls’ dormitories, dragging her feet to the end of the hallway. Venus’s room was the last on the right. There was no missing it. Her name, Venus Montgomery, was emblazoned in blue diamonds stolen from the grounds. Hailey knocked on the door.
‘Go away,’ Venus called out.
No way in Tartarus would Hailey let Venus tell her what to do. She threw the door open, the sickly-sweet scent of pink bubble-gum smothering her. ‘We have detention. Madam Gray—’ Hailey’s words fell away. Venus wasn’t alone. The twins were sitting on her double bed, with Venus and another girl standing in front of them. Hailey recognised the stranger’s make-up heavy face in an instant: Clarissa, the fourth-year bully who liked making Uniques’ lives miserable, just like Venus. 
What’s she doing here? Are Venus and her planning some type of bullying campaign?
‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ Venus snapped. ‘Now get out!’
Hailey glared. ‘She wants you there now, and I can’t leave without you.’
‘Whatever, I’ll see you later,’ Clarissa said, shooting Hailey a glare worthy of Nemertes’s praise as she sauntered past.
‘Do you think it’s okay to barge into someone’s dorm?’ Venus demanded.
Hailey was about to retort when she noticed the second bed. It had been Hope’s—Pandora’s. There had originally been a scallop-shell spa in front of it, before Madam Grayson had forced Venus to make room for Pandora. Venus must have lost the battle to have her spa back, and that gave Hailey some satisfaction.
‘Oh, so now she’s quiet.’ Venus threw her arms up. ‘Let’s get this stupid detention over with.’
Hailey scooted back into the hallway before Venus and the twins could slam into her—something they loved to do every chance they got. She caught a brief glimpse of the dolled-up pictures of Venus lining the walls before Venus slammed the door shut. ‘Win any beauty pageants over the holidays?’ Hailey asked with a snicker.
Venus raised her head, her chest puffing out. ‘I always win.’
Hailey rolled her eyes and trailed behind the evil trio, following them into the common room and down the stairs. ‘So why were you having a secret meeting with Clarissa? Are you teaming up with the other bullies?’
‘I guess you’ll have to wait and see.’
She didn’t like that answer one bit. But if the bullies did team up, Hailey doubted they’d manage to torment too many students before the teachers caught them. Then they’d get expelled with any luck. Maybe the bullies teaming up would be a good thing. 
‘Where have you three been?’ Madam Grayson demanded when Hailey stepped into her classroom with the evil trio. Demi, Alec, and Aaron were already gone. 
‘Sorry, lost track of time,’ Venus replied simply. 
‘Yes, we’re sorry,’ Nerissa said.
‘Very,’ Cleo agreed.
Madam Grayson tapped her fingers on the desk, her face less than impressed. ‘The three of you can have an extra day’s detention for your tardiness.’
‘Madam Grayson, that’s not—’
Madam Grayson raised a silencing hand. ‘Would you prefer an extra week?’
Venus pressed her lips together.
Hailey held back a smirk. At least some good was coming out of these detentions.
‘For your detentions, you will be putting the library back in order.’
Hailey frowned. ‘Library?’ They’d never had a library before. All the books they needed for school research were in the common rooms. ‘I didn’t know there was a library.’
Madam Grayson stood up, smoothing out her Grecian dress. ‘Because it’s been closed for the past seven years. The nereids were very protective of it and kept accosting students whenever they were in the library, so Amathia had to close it down. Now that they’re gone, she wants it reopened. That’s where you come in. Follow me.’
The library was nestled away through the entryway’s right archway, in a hallway not too far from the healing wing. To say it was big was an understatement. The long room reminded Hailey of the main hall, but was at least four times as big. Bookcases lined the walls, stretching a hundred feet into the air, almost touching the ceiling. Thousands of tomes crowded their shelves, making the room smell of ink and leather. 
Two rows of polished-coral tables stretched down the length of the library, each one littered with abandoned books, giving the impression that studying students had had to suddenly flee. They probably had, based on what Madam Grayson said about the nereids—Nemertes probably ran in here throwing sea-urchin bombs. 
‘Madam Grayson, this place will take forever to organise,’ Demi whined. She was sitting at the first table on the left, with five piles of books in front of her. Alec and Aaron sat at the table behind her, organising their own book piles. 
‘You better hope not, or your detentions will never end,’ Madam Grayson replied. Demi’s eyes widened, and she returned to sorting through the stack of books in front of her. ‘Amathia wants the books organised into school subjects,’ she instructed Hailey, Venus, and the twins. ‘I’ll be back in an hour to check on your progress.’ 
Hailey gazed around at their impossible task. Demi was right about this place taking forever to clean. There had to be over five thousand books, and they’d need to organise every single one. They weren’t alone though—thirteen other students were spread around the tables. 
‘This is ridiculous,’ Venus muttered behind her.
Hailey ignored her and dropped into the seat beside Demi. ‘So, what’s the plan?’
‘Basically find a pile of books, sort them into what subject you think they relate to, and then find the piles over there.’ She threw her thumb behind her, towards the back wall, where books had been divided into twelve piles that were slowly getting higher as students added to them. 
‘Okay.’ Hailey picked up a tome, the rich smell of leather wafting around her as she ran a hand over the ancient book. 
She was surprised at what good shape it was in, considering it was probably a few centuries old and had been abandoned down here. ‘You’d think they’d be dusty,’ Hailey remarked, scanning the book’s title: The Art of Victory: How to Win the Battle and the War. 
Demi shrugged. ‘Guess the palace’s self-cleaning magic works on books too. Thank the Tyches, otherwise I bet Madam Grayson would be making us dust them,’ Demi said as Hailey placed the tome in the Powers pile Demi had created on the table, figuring it was something Areses or Nikes would read.
Hailey picked up another book. This one was already open. On the page was a picture of a birthmark shaped like a swirl; it reminded Hailey of the symbol for air. Beneath it was a drawing of a normal-looking woman, and beside it was another picture of her with black wings sprouting from her back and talons for feet. Harpies are winged creatures who possess the ability to look like ordinary humans, when they choose to, Hailey read. The only way to determine if someone is a harpy is by the above swirl-shaped birthmark on their shoulder—all harpies are born with it.

‘Look, it’s Venus.’ Hailey smirked, showing Demi the picture.
Demi chuckled and grabbed the book. She held it towards Venus and the twins, who were sulking by the arched doors a few feet away. ‘Do you have this birthmark?’
Venus glared. ‘Oh, ha ha.’
Demi chucked the book at her. The tome hit the wall beside Venus and tumbled to the floor. ‘Start helping.’
‘Why? I don’t deserve to be here. What happened is all your fault.’
‘Seriously?’ Anger flared in Demi’s voice. 
‘Be careful what you say, Venus,’ Aaron warned from the table behind Demi. ‘I didn’t get involved in the last fight, but if you start another one, I make no promises.’ 
‘Stop it,’ Alec begged. ‘We don’t want to get into even more trouble. I’m already missing out on my study time.’ 
‘Trouble for what?’ a gangly boy with a mischievous grin asked, strolling into the room with his twin and nine other students from the years above Hailey’s.
‘Riley? Charlie?’ Hailey recognised the twins instantly; although technically Charlie was Riley’s duplicate rather than his twin. ‘What are you two doing here?’ 
Riley shrugged. ‘We’re always in detention for something or other.’
‘It’s always his fault,’ Charlie added with a grin.
Riley rolled his eyes and stared around the room while the other students he’d come in with dragged their feet towards the empty tables. ‘Jeez, what a mess.’
‘We need to organise the books,’ Alec instructed from behind Hailey.
‘In a minute.’ Charlie waved a dismissive hand. ‘I want to look around first.’ He gave a sideways glance to Venus and the twins, who hadn’t moved yet, and then veered to the other side of the doors. A sea-serpent head with emerald eyes was engraved on the wall, its mouth open in a snarl. Hailey hadn’t realised before, but a sea-serpent head was engraved between each bookcase. 
‘Ooh, scary.’ Charlie chuckled and flicked the sea-serpent with his hand.
A translucent bubble the size of an exercise ball squeezed from the serpent’s snarling mouth, and floated beside Charlie.
Riley’s eyes glistened with curiosity. ‘Ooh, what’s that?’
‘Don’t touch it, it—’
Riley poked the bubble before Alec could finish his sentence. Hailey expected it to pop like a normal bubble, but nothing happened. It merely floated beside Charlie, as if waiting for a breeze to push it into the air.
‘What is that?’ Demi asked, her and Hailey wandering away from their work along with everyone else—even Alec abandoned his post to stare at the unmoving bubble.
‘I wonder,’ Alec mused, rubbing his chin.
‘Wonder what?’ one of the older students prompted.
Alec looked back at the bookcases. ‘Well, there’s no ladders to reach the top shelves. But as far as I know, Poseidon couldn’t fly, so he’d need some way to get up there.’ He shifted his attention back to the bubble. ‘Maybe this is spelled to carry a person up to the top shelves.’
‘Cool.’ Demi clapped her hands together. ‘Let’s try it.’
‘No, it might—’
Riley jumped on the bubble before Demi could. It floated him into the air like he weighed nothing. ‘Woo!’ he hollered.
Charlie crossed his arms. ‘That was my bubble.’
Hailey gaped. ‘Incredible.’ Poseidon’s Academy never ceased to amaze her.
‘How do I steer this thing?’ Riley called down, hovering a few feet beneath the ceiling. ‘I want to go over there.’ He flicked his hand at the bookcases as he leaned forward a little. The bubble floated towards the books, as if a breeze had blown it forward. ‘Cool.’ He leaned to the left, the bubble veering in that direction.
‘Wait for me!’ Charlie waved his hand at the sea-serpent. Nothing happened. He bent down to look at its gaping mouth. ‘Hey, where’s my bubble?’
‘Maybe it’s one bubble per sea-serpent,’ Demi suggested, and lunged to the next one. A few of the other students did the same, flicking their hands at the serpents. Two out of the five serpents burped out a bubble, and those students took to the air.
‘Mine’s not working.’ Demi pouted.
‘I think you have to do more than flick it.’ Alec leaned down, staring at the sea-serpent. ‘I’m guessing Charlie got lucky and hit a button.’ He touched one of the sea-serpent’s emerald eyes; it pushed in, and a bubble floated from the monster’s mouth.
‘Press its eyes,’ Charlie yelled out, and leapt onto the bubble, zooming into the air after Riley, who had floated to the other end of the library.
‘Come on, guys,’ Demi prompted, already on a bubble.
‘Coming.’ Hailey hit a sea-serpent’s eye. A bubble drifted to her side, swirls of rainbow shimmering in the translucent material. Gingerly, she sat down, bracing herself for the bubble to pop. But instead it floated her into the air like a giant rising balloon. Please, don’t pop, was all she could think as she gently placed her hands on either side of the bubble to keep her balance. There wasn’t exactly a sky in here for her to create a gust of wind to catch her if she fell. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. 
Demi steered her bubble beside Hailey’s. ‘Isn’t this awesome?’ 
‘It’s a little scary,’ Hailey admitted, glancing down to Aaron, who mounted a bubble of his own. If she fell off, it’d be at least three storeys. 
‘This is incredible.’ Aaron grinned, floating up to them.
‘Is Alec coming?’ Demi looked at Alec, who stood with his arms crossed and a disapproving look on his face, like he wanted to drag them all down and force them to get back to sorting books. 
‘Nah, he said someone’s gotta be the responsible one.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Whatever. Let’s join the others.’
Hailey’s hands pressed a little firmer into the bubble as she leaned forward, drifting towards Riley and Charlie, who were zooming around with the other students.
Riley zipped over to them and touched Demi on the shoulder. ‘Tag, you’re it,’ he said before shooting off again.
‘You’re dead,’ Demi called, and steered her bubble into the chaos, along with Aaron.
Hailey was about to follow them when she caught a glimpse of Venus. She was still standing by the doors with the twins. Venus shifted towards the sea-serpent closest to her and hit one of its eyes. 
What looked like a sea-urchin dropped from its mouth. Hailey frowned and then understanding hit her. ‘WAT—’
The sea-urchin exploded. Spikes shooting out in every direction. 
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Boom
Something stung Hailey’s leg. Pop. She dropped through the air, barely registering the echoing pops around the library, or the other students’ laughter turned to screaming. She was too focused on the approaching ground. Please, Tyches, let me only break an arm. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the pain.
Instead of pain, she felt her body freeze in place, like time had stopped. She peeked one eye open and gasped. The floor was a few feet beneath her, an invisible force holding her in place. Smack. She hit the ground.
Alec ran over. ‘Are you okay?’ 
Hailey stumbled up, her head woozy. She managed to nod, trying to comprehend what had just happened. One second they’d been having fun, and the next a sea-urchin bomb was exploding… and Venus and the twins had been standing right next to it.
Hailey whipped around. The evil trio lay unconscious by the doors, spikes jutting from their skin like porcupine needles. 
‘Medusa!’ Demi gasped as she, Aaron, and Hailey sprinted over to them. ‘We better pull out the spikes.’
‘No!’ Hailey, Alec, and Aaron said as Demi reached her hand down.
‘They’re poisonous,’ Hailey explained, remembering to last year when the nereids had used a sea-urchin bomb on Madam Grayson and Aaron.
‘I’ll get Madam Mendem.’ Aaron flew through the doors.
‘Riley! Riley, wake up!’
Hailey whirled around. A few tables away, Charlie was bent over Riley’s unconscious body. Other unmoving students lay around them, some on the floor, some on tables, with their friends shaking them and calling their names to try and wake them.
‘Don’t touch the spikes!’ Hailey yelled out. ‘They’re poisonous.’ She moved to run towards Charlie and stop him from yanking the spike out of Riley’s arm, but her left leg turned to jelly, and she toppled forward.
‘Hailey!’ Demi cried, dropping to her side. ‘What happened?’
She tried to lift her head, but it was spinning; the library swirled around her like she was dematerialising. She blinked to clear her vision, but the world kept turning.
‘Uh oh,’ she heard Alec say. ‘She has a cut on her leg.’
Hailey remembered the sting she’d felt before her bubble popped. One of the spikes must have grazed her. ‘I’m ’kay,’ she said, her words slurring together. She tried to lift her head again, but it was as heavy as a crystal ball. She glimpsed Demi’s terrified face right before darkness claimed her.
‘Hailey. Hailey.’
Hailey opened her eyes. Demi, Alec, and Aaron were peering down at her, their anxious faces softening with relief. ‘What happened?’ she asked, slowly sitting up. ‘Madam Mendem?’ The school nurse was sitting by Hailey’s leg, looking paler than Hailey had ever seen her before.
‘I’m fine, dearie,’ Madam Mendem mumbled, sounding as if she were half-asleep. 
Hailey scratched her head. ‘I don’t understand. What happened?’ The last thing she remembered was seeing Venus and the twins covered in sea-urchin spikes.
‘One of the spikes grazed you,’ Aaron explained. 
‘Madam Mendem got rid of the poison, so you’re okay now,’ Demi added. 
‘Thankfully everyone is,’ Alec said.
Hailey glanced around the library. The other students were gone. Hailey must have been the last one to get healed, which she figured was fair since the spike had only grazed her, so she wouldn’t have had nearly as much poison in her system as everyone else. Amathia was standing at the far end of the library with Madam Grayson, Madam Norwood, and five older-looking students, talking.
‘Well, I better get back to the healing wing.’ Madam Mendem lurched to her feet, swaying slightly, like she’d had one too many glasses of ambrosia wine.
‘Will you be okay?’ Aaron asked. ‘I can help you walk back.’
‘Oh, that’s very sweet of you, dearie. I’ll be fine. Thankfully the poison in the sea-urchin bomb wasn’t very potent. Just need a good nap.’
‘Thank you,’ Hailey said as Madam Mendem pottered away. Thank the Tyches for Asclepiuses. 
‘Hailey, how are you feeling?’
Hailey hadn’t heard Madam Grayson walk over. Amathia, Madam Norwood, and the older students were still talking at the other end of the library. ‘I’m fine.’ She stood up. ‘Are Venus and the twins okay?’ She might hate them, but that didn’t mean she wanted them dead.
‘Resting back in their dorms,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘Detention is, of course, over for today.’
‘What happened?’ Aaron demanded. ‘Why did a sea-urchin bomb fall out of that serpent’s mouth?’
Demi crossed her arms. ‘Yeah, why not one of those cool floating bubbles?’
‘It was the nereids.’
Hailey’s heart skipped a beat. ‘The nereids?! They came back?’ No, they can’t be back. Amathia promised they’d stay away.
‘No,’ Madam Grayson said quickly. ‘They booby trapped the library. I told you how they hated students coming in here. It looks as if they decided to leave behind a few weapons in case the library was ever reopened.’
Aaron cocked an eyebrow. ‘A few weapons? It was only one bomb.’
‘Amathia thinks they’ll be more,’ Madam Grayson explained. ‘We have to search the entire library to make sure everything is safe.’
‘So does that mean we don’t have to organise it? We get out of all of our detentions?’ Demi asked.
Madam Grayson shot her a censorious look. ‘No. Amathia and Madam Norwood are discussing how to use a Hecate spell to locate any more booby traps. The library will be cleared by tomorrow afternoon, so you’ll be right back here for detention.’
‘Oh.’ Demi’s shoulders slumped.
‘Can I help?’ Aaron’s posture straightened, and his arms tucked behind his back, making him look like a soldier waiting for orders. ‘I have training in bomb retrieval. I’d be happy to dispose of the sea-urchin bombs or any other booby traps the Hecates find.’
‘Thank you but that won’t be necessary, Aaron.’
His shoulders slumped a little. 
‘How exactly will the spell work?’ Alec asked. 
‘I don’t know,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘You’d need to ask a Hecate.’
Alec took a step in Amathia’s direction—or more like the direction of the five students, who Hailey assumed were Hecates. Aaron grabbed his arm. ‘She didn’t mean now.’
‘Best you head back to your dorms. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
Alec’s gaze lingered on the five students, curiosity glistening in his eyes. ‘Can’t we watch?’ 
Madam Grayson shook her head. 
‘Come on, Alec.’ Aaron steered him towards the doors. 
Alec glanced over his shoulder, back towards the students, and sighed. ‘Okay.’
‘I thought we were finally rid of those stupid nereids,’ Demi muttered as her and Hailey wandered from the library.
‘I don’t think we’ll ever really be rid of them,’ Hailey said, dreading to think what other little traps they’d left scattered throughout the palace. 
The following day Madam Grayson took them back to the library for after-class detention. 
Alec hovered by the doors, one foot pointed towards the hallway, ready to sprint at the first sign of anything ominous. ‘Is it safe to go back in there?’
‘Yes, the other teachers and I have scoured every inch, and a few Hecates have been over it too. There are no more booby traps.’
‘Do we get to ride the bubbles again?’ Demi asked, gazing expectantly at the engraved sea-serpents on the walls. 
Madam Grayson shook her head. ‘No. I think you and your friends made it very clear yesterday that you can’t be trusted to use the bubbles responsibly. They were designed to reach the highest shelves, not to play bumper bubbles with.’
‘But—’
‘It’s fine, we won’t use them,’ Hailey said, shooting Demi a silencing look. The last thing she wanted was more detentions added to their sentence.
‘Good. I’ll be checking back here to make sure you keep that promise.’ Madam Grayson turned on her heels and left.
‘She’s not even supervising us. I’ll just take a quick ride.’
‘No, Demi,’ Alec said when Demi took a step towards a serpent. 
‘Why? She won’t know I used it. And maybe I want to get a book from a high shelf.’
‘Because she or another teacher might come back at any minute,’ Alec countered. ‘Plus, I’m scared of another sea-urchin bomb.’ He shuddered, his eyes snapping to the serpent to the right of the doors, the one that had spat out the bomb yesterday. 
‘I’ll do a sweep of the library to double check,’ Aaron told Alec, wandering towards the sea-serpent engravings. 
‘Demi,’ Hailey called when her best friend snuck another step towards the serpent by the doors. ‘If Madam Grayson catches you in the air, you’ll probably get an extra month of detentions, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she slapped a neutralising bracelet on you too.’
Demi gasped and clutched her wrist protectively. ‘Okay, okay. I won’t go on a bubble.’ 
‘Let’s get to work before Madam Grayson comes back,’ Alec said. ‘I hope there aren’t any traps in the books.’ He scurried off to sit at a table, while Aaron walked from sea-serpent to sea-serpent, sticking his hand into their mouths. 
‘Come on, Dems.’ Hailey led her friend towards a table, making sure she sat down and didn’t sneak off to the serpents. She’d been happy to ride the bubbles yesterday, but Madam Grayson looked like she was on the verge of giving them detention for the rest of the year if they broke one more rule. 
Hailey picked up a random book from the scattered pile in front of her and Demi, glimpsing the title: A Collection of Tales from Survivors of Monster Attacks. I could have a few entries in that, Hailey thought and put it to the side, starting a Monsters and Creatures of the World subject pile. 
She’d only sorted a few more books before Master Anderson ushered in another group of students. ‘Don’t use the bubbles or you’ll be in detention until you graduate,’ he warned before marching away, his footsteps echoing down the hallway. 
Riley and Charlie emerged from the new detention group and bounded towards the sea-serpents. Hailey shook her head, watching the pair each squeeze a bubble from a serpent’s mouth. They leapt onto the bubbles, cackling as they zoomed into the air with four other students from the newly arrived group. 
‘Demi!’
Hailey whipped her head back to look at Demi. She was standing up, staring back at Alec, who was shooting her a disapproving glare that could have rivalled one of Madam Grayson’s. ‘Come on, Alec. They’re doing it.’ She raised an arm to the ceiling, where six students were playing tag. 
‘I’ll get Madam Grayson myself if you go on one of those bubbles—I’m not risking you getting us more detentions. I’ve already lost enough study time.’
Demi huffed and dropped back into her seat. 
A minute later someone yelled, ‘What is this? Get down here right now!’
Hailey’s eyes shot to the doors. Madam Grayson’s arms were crossed. Hailey’s jaw clenched a little when she spotted Venus and the twins beside her. They hadn’t been in class today. Hailey figured they’d probably convinced Madam Grayson that they were too traumatised to leave their dorms—at least they weren’t getting out of detention. 
‘We were getting some books from the higher shelves,’ Riley said, coming in for a landing with Charlie and the other students. Their bubbles popped out of existence the second their feet hit the ground.
‘If I can’t trust you in the library, then you’ll have to complete your detention somewhere else—like the bathrooms. I hope you enjoy cleaning toilets.’
Charlie gaped. ‘What?! No, I’m not cleaning toilets.’
‘We won’t use the bubbles again,’ Riley promised.
‘We won’t even look at them,’ one of the other students added.
‘Not good enough,’ Madam Grayson said. ‘Let’s go.’
Riley, Charlie, and the other four students wore masks of horror as Madam Grayson marched them from the library, looking as if she’d told them she was taking them to meet a gorgon. 
‘You can thank me whenever you want,’ Alec called to Demi, a tone of smugness in his voice. ‘That would have been you.’
‘Nah, I would have sensed Madam Grayson coming and hopped down before she busted me,’ Demi retorted. 
Venus and the twins lingered by the doors, staring warily at the sea-serpents and hugging their arms. 
‘Are you just going to stand there again?’ Demi asked them, adding a book to one of her growing subject piles. ‘I’m sure Madam Grayson wouldn’t mind adding three extras to her bathroom cleaning crew.’
‘I can do whatever I want,’ Venus snapped back.
‘Oh, I get it. You’re scared.’ Demi added another book to a pile. ‘You think another sea-urchin bomb will explode and shoot holes in your face again.’
‘I’m not scared!’
Demi shrugged. ‘Whatever. You look pretty scared to me.’
Venus marched into the library, throwing a hand out and knocking over one of Demi’s book piles as she stormed past her table. 
‘Hey!’ Demi called as the books scattered to the floor. 
Venus and the twins ignored her, planting themselves at a table.
Demi moved to get up. ‘Don’t,’ Hailey said, ‘or you’ll end up cleaning toilets too.’
Demi ground her teeth. ‘Fine.’
‘I’ll help you.’ She crouched down with Demi to collect the scattered books. She reached to close one that had fallen open and froze, her eyes locking on to an entry that was titled “The Olympian Mysteries”.
‘Whatchya lookin’ at?’ Demi asked, neatening up the last of the books.
‘There’s something here about the Olympian Mysteries,’ she said, sitting back down at the table and starting to read.
While most humans revelled in the fall of the gods, there was a small minority that lamented the loss and believed the gods belonged in power, as they were the creators of humankind. Seven years after the gods’ demise, a prophecy was foretold of their return: “The gods will one day return to claim back their thrones. Only the one born with the powers of Zeus, who can shoot lightning from their hands, will be able to defeat them”. This prophecy prompted that small minority to form a group dedicated to realising the prophecy. They recognised the Olympian gods as their supreme rulers and believed if any gods were able to return from the afterlife, it would be these twelve, so the group named themselves the Olympian Mysteries.
Not much is known about the group, but they are believed to have been involved in several robberies of ancient artefacts over the years, including the Golden Fleece. The Golden Fleece was eventually recovered, and those found with it admitted they had been planning to use it to fly to Olympus, they just hadn’t been able to get the Fleece to work. The Olympian Mysteries were also involved in the kidnappings of several families. The families were later rescued and informed authorities that they had been forced to worship statues of the gods. Authorities rationalised that the Olympian Mysteries were attempting to resurrect the gods through worship.
At this current time, the Olympian Mysteries are thought to be more of a nuisance than a threat, but authorities are still working towards dismantling the organisation.
‘When was this written?’ Hailey flipped to the front of the book, dragging her finger down the copyright page until she found a date: This edition of Cults Throughout Time was first published in 1973. 
‘Hey, I hadn’t finished reading yet.’ Demi snatched the book away.
Hailey was too distracted with her thoughts to even hear Demi. Almost fifty years had passed since that book was written, and the Olympian Mysteries were still operating. 
How much stronger are they now? What if they try to steal the Golden Fleece again? They might figure out how it works and fly to Olympus. Hailey’s mind flashed back to first year, of Nemertes’s memory about Poseidon telling her to go to Olympus when humans are weak enough to be ruled again, and that she’d know what to do when she got there. 
What had that meant? Is there something up there that can bring back the gods—like a spell, or a potion?

‘Okay, done.’ 
Hailey grabbed the book from Demi and turned to the table behind her. She slammed the book in front of Alec. ‘They’re more dangerous than you think.’
Alec frowned and began reading the entry, with Aaron standing up to peer over his shoulder at it. 
‘Why are you so upset?’ Demi asked. ‘We already knew about the Olympian Mysteries.’ 
‘I didn’t know how long they’d been around for.’ Hailey fiddled with her necklace. ‘They were formed right after the gods died, and by the time this book was written they were already powerful enough to be kidnapping people and stealing artefacts. And this was written fifty years ago. What if they’ve figured out how to resurrect the gods? What if Perseus’s sword has something to do with it? Poseidon told Nemertes in that memory I saw back in first year that she had to go to Olympus, and that she’d know what to do when she got there. There could be something up there that can resurrect the gods.’
‘I remember my dad telling me about this.’ Alec pointed to the entry. ‘About them stealing the Golden Fleece.’ He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘That’s why the TripleAS replaced the artefacts in museums—most museums—with fakes.’
‘You knew about them stealing the Golden Fleece and didn’t say anything?’
‘Shh, Hailey,’ Alec hissed, gazing around nervously.
‘It’s in the book, anyone can read it,’ Demi pointed out. 
‘Yeah, but they might wonder why you think I would know that,’ he whispered. ‘The Olympian Mysteries couldn’t get the Fleece to work,’ Alec continued in an even quieter voice. ‘And as for Perseus’s sword… it’s powerful, but it’s not magical, so it can’t resurrect the gods.’
‘Why are you so worried?’ Demi asked. ‘Just because their goal is to bring back the Olympians doesn’t mean they know how to do it. I think they steal things to make themselves feel like they’re doing something.’ 
Hailey took up pacing in front of the table. ‘I don’t understand why they tried to steal the sword. How did they even know where it was? Maybe it was a distraction. Maybe they’re trying to get the Golden Fleece again.’ She kept her voice low. ‘Maybe they’re working with the nereids, and when the Mysteries get to Olympus they’ll be instructions on exactly how to bring the gods back.’ 
‘Hailey, you don’t have to worry,’ Aaron said. ‘There are people searching for them. The Government has spies for these types of situations—they would have moles in the organisation that keep them from doing anything that could bring about the prophecy. I bet they tried to steal the sword because they’ve been idle for so long and needed to do something, just like Demi said. And there’s no way the nereids would work with humans.’
‘And the TripleAS have added more security.’ Alec’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘It’s impossible to break in.’ 
It’s easy for them to say not to worry—they’re not “the Zeus” everyone will turn to to defeat the gods. ‘That girl they caught isn’t talking, right?’ Hailey pressed.
Alec shook his head. ‘I haven’t heard anything.’ 
‘Maybe we could get her to talk. We’re the ones who stopped her after all,’ Demi said.
Aaron stepped in front of Hailey, halting her pacing. ‘What exactly do you think you can do about the Mysteries that the Government can’t?’
Hailey rubbed her thumb over the engraving on her heart pendant. What could she do if her friends suddenly agreed that the Mysteries were a threat and needed to be stopped? They were stuck in school; they couldn’t spy on them like they had with the nereids. And Hailey had absolutely no idea where the Mysteries were hiding. 
She blew out a breath. ‘I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.’ 
‘Are you actually going to do any work?’
The four of them glared at Venus and the twins, who were sitting ten tables away. 
‘You’re not even working,’ Aaron pointed out. Their table was bare—they hadn’t sorted a single book from the pile on the floor.
‘At least we’re not standing around gossiping. Madam Grayson will believe me when I say you haven’t done anything but talk. She’ll probably even believe me if I tell her you used the bubbles too.’ Venus smirked.
‘Go to Tartarus, Venus,’ Demi bit back. 
‘Um, I don’t want Madam Grayson catching us talking instead of working,’ Alec said, casting a nervous look to the doors. ‘I’m going back to sorting books.’
‘Are you okay, Hailey?’ Aaron asked as Alec picked up a book from the pile in front of him.
No. I want the Olympian Mysteries stopped. ‘Yeah. I’m fine.’ She grabbed the book and shuffled back to her table with Demi. 
She didn’t see the point in continuing to argue. Her friends clearly weren’t worried. And Aaron was right about them not being able to do anything anyway. Please Tyches let the police and Government put an end to this cult before they do anything. 
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Attack
A month had finally passed, and with it came the last day of Hailey’s detentions. They’d finished organising the library a couple of days ago, and now Madam Grayson had them working in the grounds. 
‘I want every jewel, shell, and pearl collected,’ Madam Grayson instructed. ‘You can put them in there.’ She pointed to four wooden boxes shaped like treasure chests that sat by her feet, next to a coral garden. ‘I’ll be back in two hours.’ She vanished through the palace’s doors.
‘Stay out of our way,’ Venus hissed, stalking to the left side of the grounds with the twins. They settled under a blue opal true, not bothering to pick up a single jewel.
‘Thank the Tyches this is our last day of detention.’ Alec grabbed a box, along with Aaron. ‘I’ll finally have more time to study again.’
‘And I’ll finally have more time to relax,’ Demi said as her and Hailey followed the boys towards an aquamarine tree.
‘I’ll just be glad not having to spend time with Venus every day,’ Hailey said, scooping up a handful of aquamarines the same colour as the sea around her. 
‘I don’t know what Madam Grayson expects from us,’ Aaron said as he and Alec dropped their boxes on the diamond ground. ‘Did she really think shoving us together for a month would make us best friends?’
‘Never. Gonna. Happen,’ Demi declared, shooting a glare towards the evil trio. 
‘Maybe…’ Alec’s jaw dropped, all colour draining from his face as his eyes bulged.
Hailey’s fingertips tingled in warning, and she whirled around to see what he was staring at. Her breath caught as her legs wavered, threatening to give out. On the other side of the force field, not ten yards from them, a sea-serpent the length of a ship was charging towards them, its spiked tail flicking through the water. A memory flashed into Hailey’s mind from last year when a monster exactly like this one had smashed the dungeon Hailey and her friends had been imprisoned in. She’d almost drowned. It can’t get in here… right?

Screaming ripped Hailey’s gaze from the sea-serpent as she whipped around. A giant octopus double the height of the coral trees grappled its way through the force field, its barbed tentacles dragging it across the diamond ground as students screamed and fled towards the palace for cover. 
‘Watch out!’ Aaron shouted.
The ground shook as if an earthquake were tearing through it. Jewels and pearls rained from the trees, chinking against the floor. Hailey grabbed the aquamarine tree beside her to steady herself, just as something wet and slimy slammed into her back and sent her flying.
The air in Hailey’s lungs fled in a painful burst as she slammed onto the diamond floor. She blinked, the sea above her spinning as a school of rainbow fish swam above the palace. And then pain sliced into her ankle like razor blades, and she cried out.
One of the octopus-monster’s tentacles was wrapped around her ankle, its barbs digging into her flesh. No! No! No! This can’t be happening!
My nightmare from first year can’t be coming true! Hailey flipped onto her stomach, biting down as the barbs dug deeper, and tried to find something to hold on to before the octopus could drag her into the sea. 
Legs ran past her. She reached for them. ‘Help me!’
The legs turned towards her, and Hailey looked up at Venus. Instead of the usual hate and anger that bubbled in Hailey when she saw her, she felt relief. ‘Please, help me.’ She reached a hand up.
‘I’m not risking my life for yours.’ Venus dashed into the crowd of fleeing students, not a single one of them stopping to help Hailey, all of them too focused on saving themselves. 
‘VENUS!’ Hailey screamed as the monster yanked her backwards. ‘No!’ She pressed her hands onto the ground, her nails screeching against the diamond. 
A hand grabbed hers. ‘Hang on, Hailey,’ Jayden said. 
She gritted her teeth as the octopus-monster’s barbs dug in deeper. Jayden pulled her, but the monster yanked harder, dragging him forward a few inches. More sets of hands grabbed at her. It was Demi and Aaron. 
The monster tugged again; this time Hailey screamed, feeling as if her ankle were about to tear off.
Demi, Jayden, and Aaron heaved her back, almost ripping Hailey’s arm out of its socket. 
Three more of the monster’s tentacles shot out, wrapping around her friends’ legs like snakes. The monster yanked as Hailey’s friends cried out in surprise and pain, their hands slipping from hers as they tripped over. Please, Tyches, don’t let it end like this! Hailey begged, waiting for the octopus to drag her into the water. 
‘Get away from them!’ A wooden box slammed into the monster’s head, the wood splintering and showering down, along with the aquamarines that had been inside it. Alec threw another box at the monster. 
The octopus shrieked, one of its tentacles slapping at its face, trying to clear away the splinters in its skin. Its other tentacles loosened, just enough for Hailey, Demi, Jayden, and Aaron to scramble free. Hailey blocked out the pain pulsing in her shredded ankle and raced towards the palace’s doors with her friends, where students peered out from the entryway with wide eyes. 
The sea-serpent crashed in front of their path, knocking into a pearl tree. Its coral trunk snapped, pearls scattering everywhere. Hailey had forgotten all about this monster. It lunged at them, its needle teeth snapping towards Hailey. Splat. It smashed against Aaron’s force field. The monster reeled back as its head swayed from side to side, like it was about to collapse. 
‘I don’t suppose you know how to create two force fields?’ Jayden asked, glancing back at the octopus. Trees barred its path towards them. Its tentacles wrapped around them, ripping them up from their roots and tossing them aside like a cyclops tearing up a forest. 
The sea-serpent rammed its head into the force field, sending ripples streaking across it. ‘You’ll have to take care of that one.’ Aaron’s voice was strained, his hands shaking slightly as the sea-serpent’s head rammed into his force field again and again. 
‘I’ve got this.’ Demi turned to the octopus, only a dozen yards from them now, and raised her hands. The coral garden in front of the monster shot up, creating a kaleidoscopic wall as tall as the palace’s second floor.
A barbed tentacle latched to the top of the coral. The monster hauled itself over the wall and scrambled down it like a spider. 
‘Um, maybe I don’t have this,’ Demi said. 
We’re all about to die at the tentacles of a gigantic octopus, would have been a more accurate thing to say in Hailey’s opinion. 
‘Okaeat.’
Vibrations shot through the diamond floor, everything jerking as the palace and grounds surrounding it began pushing through the sky of water like an elevator rising from the bottom of the sea. 
Hailey could have collapsed in relief when she saw Amathia. She would save them—everything would be over in a minute. 
The sea-serpent twisted its head around to face the nereid standing in front of the palace’s doors. 
Amathia’s face was a mask of anger. She hissed at the serpent, speaking in its language, Hailey supposed, since being able to talk to sea-creatures and sea-monsters was a gift all nereids possessed.
The sea-serpent glanced back at Hailey and her friends. Its slit eyes glared at them, the monster looking as if it wanted to tear them apart. Aaron kept his palms up, ready for it to attack again. But it merely slithered away, sinking back into the sea as the palace broke through the water and blue sky smiled down at Hailey.
‘Eikaatva adaur.’
Aaron dropped his hands, and Amathia glided towards the other sea-monster, which was frozen in front of the coral wall, waiting for its turn to be scolded. Amathia spoke to it in Goldarin. ‘You know you are forbidden from entering these grounds. Why have you defied the laws of the sea?’ The monster growled something back. Whatever it said infuriated Amathia even more. ‘Leave now, and inform—’
The monster’s tentacle whipped out, whacking Amathia to the side as if she were an annoying fly.
Hailey barely had a chance to comprehend what had happened before the monster fixed its orange eyes on them. Aaron’s hands shot up.
‘Hailey, use your powers!’ Amathia shouted. She was back on her feet by the edge of the grounds, clutching her side. ‘Create a tornado.’
‘But you’ll get blown away,’ Hailey called back.
‘Do it!’
The sea-monster’s tentacles lunged towards them, its suckers pressing against Aaron’s force field as it began climbing, looking as if it were hauling itself up an invisible wall. They’d all be dead in less than twenty seconds if she didn’t do something. She reached her hands towards the sky. Don’t think about the killer octopus-monster from your nightmares who is about to eat you. Or that Amathia is in the danger zone. Just focus. If you don’t do this. You’re dead. Your friends are dead. And a lot of other students will probably be dead too. 
Warmth flowed down her arms and streamed from her fingertips like hot air. The jewels on the trees clinked against one another, and waves sloshed onto the diamond ground as wind whipped about, stirring up the sea. Black clouds smothered the sky, casting everything in darkness—Hailey didn’t need a mirror to know that her eyes had darkened to match the sky. Come on, tornado. I need you. Come on!
The sea-monster had reached the top of Aaron’s force field, which he’d extended to be double the height of Demi’s coral wall, and widened enough that Hailey and her friends were protected from the ferocious wind battering the rest of the grounds. 
Concentrate. Please, Tyches, let this work.
A tornado as thin as a rope swirled to life just on the grounds’ outskirts. The warmth flowing through Hailey’s hands grew hotter, burning like steam, as the tornado expanded, quadrupling in size. Amathia lasted two seconds before it sucked her into its vortex. Please don’t let me have killed Amathia. More warmth flowed through her fingers as the tornado grew, expanding wider and wider. The trees in the grounds leaned towards it, jewels and pearls flying into the swirling wind. 
Hailey’s head ached, but she pushed the pain away. She had to keep this tornado going. She glanced at the monster. Its tentacles gripped the top of Aaron’s force field, holding on for dear life. Come on, you stupid octopus. Let go!
She poured more power into the tornado, expanding it inch by inch, her hands shaking as something warm—blood, she was guessing—trickled from her nose. Cracks splintered across the ground as the trees leaned further towards the tornado, trying to break free of the diamond encasing them.
The sea-monster roared, its suckers ripping away from Aaron’s force field as the wind tore its grip loose. Aaron’s hands drooped a little as he shrunk the force field, keeping it only tall enough to protect them from the tornado’s force. 
‘No, keep it—’ Alec’s words cut off as one of the octopus’s tentacles hooked onto Aaron’s force field again, while another tentacle stretched over it, latching around Alec’s arm. Jayden tried to grab him, a mere second too slow. 
Alec flew over the force field with the sea-monster, heading straight for the tornado. His free hand grabbed the branch of a malachite tree, and the raging wind wrenched the monster’s tentacle from his arm, the octopus disappearing into the swirling vortex of wind. 
Thank the Tyches, Hailey thought, just as the tree Alec was gripping tore from the ground with a shattering groan and flew into the tornado.
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Aftermath
‘NO!’ Hailey shrieked, dropping her hands.
The tornado vanished in an instant, the grounds falling still as sunlight blasted through the evaporating black clouds. But Alec was nowhere. 
Hailey collapsed to her knees, exhaustion sapping the energy from her limbs, making her feel as if a lamia had just drained her of blood. 
‘What’s happening out here?’ Madam Grayson’s frantic voice asked. ‘Medusa! Hailey, are you all right?’ Madam Grayson’s hand touched her shoulder. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t even respond. She was tired. So tired. And she had potentially killed one of her best friends—not to mention Amathia. So no, she really wasn’t all right.
‘Jayden? Aaron? What are you doing?’ The voice belonged to Master Anderson.
Jayden and Aaron sprinted towards the grounds’ edge and leapt into the sea, shouting Alec’s name. 
Silence greeted their calls.
‘Hailey, are you okay?’ Demi’s hand touched her other shoulder.
‘Alec. Amathia,’ was all she could say.
‘What’s she talking about?’ Madam Grayson asked.
‘They flew into the tornado.’ Demi’s voice was hollow. ‘They’ll be fine. They landed in the water. Jayden and Aaron will find them,’ she said, sounding as if she were trying to convince herself. 
‘Come on, we need to get you to the healing wing.’ Madam Grayson tugged Hailey’s shoulder. ‘I don’t like how much blood you’re losing.’
Blood? Madam Grayson and Demi hauled Hailey to her feet. Her eyes drifted down. Deep gashes ringed her ankle, streaming blood onto the diamond floor. It didn’t even hurt. Just throbbed a little. 
Hailey didn’t have the energy to fight as Madam Grayson and Demi each wrapped one of her arms around their shoulders and steered her away. She didn’t want to go. She wanted to stay. To wait for Alec. But her legs and arms were as floppy as a jellyfish’s tentacles as Demi and her overseer guided Hailey towards the palace. Teachers stood in front of the doors, blocking the students in the entryway from entering the grounds. 
‘ALEC!’ Hailey heard Aaron yell. Only this time it was with relief. 
Hailey’s head whipped around. Amathia was swimming towards the palace, her legs kicking through the water like a dolphin tail. Alec’s unconscious body floated beside her, one of Amathia’s arms wrapped around him as she dragged him towards the palace. Jayden and Aaron scooped their arms under him the moment Amathia was near them, hauling him into the grounds. 
Hailey forget all about her exhaustion. She bolted towards them and collapsed beside Alec’s unmoving body, water soaking into her midnight blue skirt. Is he even breathing? 
‘He’s all right,’ Amathia said, standing over them, her shimmering dress and hair completely dry. ‘He has only fainted. I daresay the fear of being dragged into a tornado was too much for his brain to bear.’
‘Everyone needs to go to the healing wing. Now,’ Madam Grayson instructed from where she stood behind Hailey with Demi.
‘I agree with your overseer,’ Amathia said. ‘Jayden and Aaron, would you please take Alec.’
‘I can help.’ Brennan, a third year who was tall enough to be a fourth year, had materialised beside Madam Grayson. He touched Alec’s shoulder and extended his other hand to Hailey. His cheeks flushed when her fingers gripped his, and then the world was spinning, tingles dancing through Hailey’s body. The minty smell of eucalyptus whirled around her as she materialised in the healing wing.
‘Oh my,’ Madam Mendem said, popping up from her desk at the end of the room and scurrying over. 
‘Here, let me help you up,’ Brennan said to Hailey as Madam Mendem knelt beside Alec, pressing a hand to the ring of cuts on his arm. 
Hailey groaned as she took Brennan’s arm, letting him pull her up. Her ankle shrieked with pain and her head spun, little dots dancing at the edge of her vision. She glanced down to make sure her foot was still attached. Blood dripped from her shredded ankle.
‘Well, Alec doesn’t have a head injury, so he should wake up soon,’ Madam Mendem said, lurching to her feet. The ring of cuts she’d absorbed from Alec knitted together, as if an invisible thread were pulling her skin back together. ‘Let’s take a look at that nasty ankle of yours,’ she said as Brennan helped Hailey sit on the edge of a bed. 
‘I’ll get the others,’ Brennan said, blinking out of existence so quickly it was as if he hadn’t been standing there. 
‘What in Tartarus happened?’
Hailey sucked in a breath when Madam Mendem touched her ankle, the pain blinding her vision, and then glorious warmth washed it all away. ‘Two sea-monsters came into the grounds.’
‘Sea-monsters!’ 
Hailey scrambled off the bed as Madam Mendem dropped onto it. She could barely believe it herself. Sea-monsters have never attacked the palace before. So why did they suddenly decide to? And why didn’t that one monster listen to Amathia when she told it to leave? None of it makes sense.
Brennan blinked back into the room, gripping hands with Demi, Jayden, and Aaron. Blood dripped from their ankles, staining the white pearls for a few heartbeats before the floor’s self-cleaning magic kicked in. 
‘Where am I?’
‘Alec, you’re awake.’ Hailey darted over to him, while Madam Mendem healed her friends. 
‘What happened?’ Alec rubbed his head and staggered to his feet, water dripping from his uniform. ‘Why was I on the floor? And why am I all wet?’ 
‘You got blown into my tornado,’ Hailey admitted. ‘I’m sorry. Amathia saved you though. How did she find you?’
Alec cocked an eyebrow. ‘Amathia found me?’ He rubbed his head again, as if trying to clear away the fog clouding his mind. ‘I don’t remember anything after that tree breaking.’
‘That’s because you fainted,’ Aaron said, wandering over with Demi and Jayden. 
Alec scrunched up his face. ‘I didn’t. I blacked out.’
‘Same diff’,’ Demi teased.
Madam Mendem was lying down now, both her ankles oozing blood onto the crisp white sheets. 
‘Can I get you something?’ Hailey asked, feeling bad that the nurse had to endure their injuries.
‘No thanks, dearie. Just need five minutes to rest and I’ll be fine.’ She closed her eyes.
Hailey turned to say thank you to Brennan for bringing them here, but he was already gone.
‘Is everyone all right?’ Amathia asked, gliding into the healing wing. She glanced towards Madam Mendem, who was snoring softly. 
‘Yes,’ they said in unison. 
Alec’s eyes dropped to the floor, acting as if Amathia were a gorgon who would turn him to stone if he made eye contact. ‘Thanks for saving me.’
‘It is my responsibility to protect my students. It was fortunate the tornado dropped you close to where it had thrown me. I was able to use my nereid speed to swim us back to the palace.’
Well, that explained how Alec had survived, but there was still one giant question Hailey needed answered. ‘Why did the monsters attack?’
The same rage Hailey had glimpsed on Amathia’s face in the grounds flickered across her features. ‘My sisters.’
Hailey stiffened. ‘They’re back?’ 
Amathia shook her head. ‘No. They convinced those two monsters to attack. I believe it is accurate to assume they are not happy with their banishment.’
Aaron clenched his fists, looking as if he wanted to jump on a sea-horse and start searching the sea for the nereids. ‘We need to work on a plan to defend the school if they come back.’
‘Come back?’ Alec squeaked, eyes darting around, as though expecting them to step out of the shadows, or crawl out from under the beds. 
‘They will not return. Not after that tornado of yours,’ Amathia said to Hailey. ‘You saved the school.’
‘You still need a plan of defence,’ Aaron argued. ‘I’d be happy to help you devise one. The main thing to focus on is the force field. Can we make it monster proof?’
‘I already have Hecates working on that,’ Amathia assured him. ‘The grounds will be protected in due course. I promise. But for now, I need to assess the damage done.’ 
‘Wait,’ Hailey said before Amathia could leave. ‘How can you be sure they won’t try something else?’ She imagined the nereids already coming up with a second plan of attack—maybe next time they’ll ride into the grounds on fire-breathing sea-dragons.
‘Because I will be paying them a little visit.’ A darkness flickered behind Amathia’s turquoise eyes. ‘I promise you have nothing to fear.’
Hailey watched her go. What can she do to stop her sisters? There are more of them than her. But Amathia seems to be the one in charge—the one who gives orders. How does that work? Why does Nemertes listen to her? Well, whatever Amathia does, or threatens to do, I hope it’s enough.

***
‘Medusa,’ Demi gasped.
Hailey couldn’t form words. She was staring out of the entryway’s double doors. The grounds looked like a bombsite. Trees had been uprooted, leaving gaping holes in the diamond floor, which was covered in snaking cracks. Most of the coral gardens were nothing but shards, and there were jewels, pearls, and shells scattered everywhere. Among the chaos wandered Amathia, Madam Norwood, a group of fifth years, and adults who definitely weren’t teachers. Hailey assumed Amathia had brought in some outside help to repair the damage. 
She watched as one of the adults touched the coral roots of an uplifted sapphire tree. The roots snaked out, slithering towards the hole they’d been ripped from. The sapphires on the tree tinkled as the roots slowly pulled the tree upright.
‘Cool,’ Demi said. ‘I bet he’s a Demeter and a Poseidon.’
‘Everyone away from the doors,’ a deep voice ordered.
Hailey, her friends, and the dozens of other students peering outside turned to Master Anderson.
‘It’s not safe to be anywhere near the grounds at the moment,’ Master Anderson informed them. ‘Not until the diamond floor is fully repaired. So get back to your common rooms.’
The students scattered, some disappearing up the stairs and others heading through the middle archway into the main hall. Master Anderson positioned himself in front of the double doors, guarding against any more curious students who might come along.
Hailey and her friends joined the students pushing their way up the stairs.
‘I hope they can repair it,’ Alec said. ‘If the grounds shatter, I don’t think there’s anyone who’d be able to rebuild it—except Hephaestus himself.’
Guilt tugged at Hailey as they climbed past the second floor. Her tornado had uplifted the trees and caused cracks in the diamond—the very cracks that were threatening to destroy the entire grounds. But if Hailey hadn’t created it, the octopus-monster would have destroyed everything, and killed her and her friends. Plus Amathia told her to do it, so it had been the right choice, right?
‘Nice work destroying the grounds.’
Hailey ground her teeth and stopped on the third-floor staircase, glaring up at Venus and the twins as they slithered down the stairs. ‘I almost died because of you.’
Venus feigned shock as she stopped in front of Hailey, pressing a hand to her heart and gasping. ‘Me? I’m pretty sure it was the sea-monster trying to kill you.’
‘You left me. You ran away to save yourself.’ Rage bubbled in Hailey’s stomach like a volcano about to erupt. More than anything she wanted to create a tornado to sweep up Venus so she’d know what true terror felt like. 
‘Better you die than me.’ 
‘Harpy!’ Demi launched at her, grabbing Venus’s curls.
Venus shrieked, her hand swiping out and slapping Demi across the face so hard Demi almost stumbled off the step.
‘That’s enough.’ Jayden was standing a few steps above the evil trio. ‘Everyone should go their separate ways before a teacher shows up and you end up with another month of detention.’
Venus looked ready to push Demi down the stairs, and Demi looked ready to claw out Venus’s eyes. Hailey would help her. She’d left her to die in those grounds. She hadn’t even bothered to try and pull her free. She’d just run away. ‘You’re a coward.’ Hailey couldn’t hold the words back. ‘I guess that’s not something you can help.’
Venus glared at her with eyes as poisonous as Nemertes’s. She rammed past Demi and Aaron, stomping down the stairs with the twins. 
Demi rubbed her red cheek. ‘I really hate her.’ 
‘I’m pretty sure she feels the same way about us,’ Jayden remarked. 
‘Us?’ Demi shook her head. ‘There’s no us anymore, Jayden.’
Jayden shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘Look, I want to talk to you. All of you. Please.’
Jayden had helped save Hailey. The least she could do was hear him out. ‘Okay.’ She ignored the look of betrayal from Demi. ‘Common room?’
He nodded and the five of them headed up to the common room, where students were crowded around the windows, gazing into the grounds.
‘You’re okay!’
Hailey barely had time to spot Kora running from the girls’ dorms. She wrapped her arms around Hailey and Demi, squeezing them into a hug. ‘I heard you guys were in the grounds when it happened.’
‘Yeah,’ Hailey said when Kora let her go. 
‘It was awesome… and terrifying,’ Demi blurted. ‘There was this huge sea-serpent that came out of nowhere. And then this octopus thing grabbed Hailey, so I jumped into monster-slayer mode and—’
‘Demi,’ Aaron interrupted. ‘Jayden’s waiting.’
Jayden was sitting in front of the fireplace, staring into the blue flames.
‘You can tell me later,’ Kora said. ‘I’m glad you’re all okay.’
‘So where’s your girlfriend?’ Demi asked as she, Hailey, Alec, and Aaron joined Jayden on the floor. ‘You two are always together.’
‘No, we’re not,’ Jayden retorted. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about Cady. I know what happened that day in the common room between you two was because of that first year,’ he told Demi. ‘I forgive you for it.’
‘Gee, thanks. I tried to tell you that, but you wouldn’t listen,’ Demi bit back. ‘So that’s what this conversation is about?’
‘No, I, um. I wanted to say that I don’t want us to avoid each other all the time. I still want to be friends.’
Alec blew out a breath, as though he were the Titan Atlas, and the weight of the sky had just been lifted off his shoulders. ‘Oh, good. I was really getting sick of all the tension.’
‘Considering you helped save us, I think that’s fair.’ Aaron patted Jayden on the back, acting as if he were welcoming a friend back from exile.
‘Yeah,’ Hailey agreed. She was tired of fighting with Jayden—or more like not having anything to do with him. She wanted her best friend back. Yes, he has been a total jerk since school started back, but when someone saves your life it’s hard to tell them to go jump in the River Styx. 
Demi tossed a stray hunk of driftwood into the fireplace, the blue flames crackling. ‘So does that mean we’d have to be friends with Cady as well?’
Jayden raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, yeah. I would like you to get along with my girlfriend. What exactly have you got against her?’
‘Nothing,’ Demi said defensively. ‘I just think our group is big enough without another member.’
‘It wouldn’t be all the time,’ Jayden assured her. ‘We could hang out in class again. Cady isn’t in the same group, so it would only be the five of us.’
Demi traced her finger over the bumpy pearl floor. ‘I guess that would be okay.’
‘Jayden.’ Cady rushed towards their little group. ‘Are you okay? Please tell me you stayed in the common room like I said and didn’t go into the grounds.’
‘I—’
‘So you give commands now?’ Demi said.
Cady shrank back a little, as though she’d only just realised Jayden wasn’t alone. ‘I, um… No. I told him I wanted him to wait in the common room for me.’
‘Well, he didn’t listen,’ Demi snapped.
‘What?’ Cady’s eyes flew to Jayden. ‘You were in the grounds?’
‘I’m okay.’ Jayden climbed to his feet to show off his uninjured body. ‘I was hungry. I went to the main hall for a snack, and that’s when I heard the screaming.’
Cady’s face lost all colour. ‘You could have died.’
He clasped Cady’s hands, squeezing them. ‘I didn’t. I’m fine.’
‘Uck, get a room,’ Demi muttered. ‘And we’re okay, too, by the way.’
‘Did you finish what you needed to get done in the library?’ Jayden asked Cady, ignoring Demi.
‘Huh?’
‘You went to the library,’ Jayden reminded her. ‘You said you needed to find a book for our Powers class.’
‘Oh, right. Yeah, I did. I forgot about that—with the attack and everything.’
Aaron cleared his throat.
Jayden seemed to remember he wasn’t alone. ‘Sorry, guys. I’ll catch up with you later.’
Hailey waved goodbye, not sure whether to feel happy about having her friend back, or sad because he was hurting her other friend. ‘You okay, Dems?’
‘Why wouldn’t I be? I’m happy Jayden’s happy, and Cady seems nice.’ The words sounded forced, and as bitter as lemon rind. She threw another stray hunk of driftwood into the fire, the flames burning a brighter blue. ‘Everything is perfect.’
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Hephaestus’s Fall from Grace
Hailey settled into a scallop-shell chair in the front of the Ancient History classroom. Amathia sat behind her long coral desk, reading through a stack of papers, while the rest of the class shuffled into the room. 
‘Thanks for letting me sit with you,’ Jayden said, sitting between Alec and Aaron.
‘It’s a free world.’ Demi dumped her books on her desk. ‘You can technically sit wherever you like.’
‘Well, thanks anyway.’
Hailey leaned down to pull her books out of her bag and noticed a pocket-sized notebook under her desk. She picked it up. Property of Lacey Mcderven: First Year, was scrawled across the first page. She flipped to the next page and found random sentences: Cupcakes with chocolate frosting made out of melted Ares bars. And maybe sprinkled with some crushed chocolate pearls. Could I sell these? Is that allowed at the Academy? Must ask my overseer, Sir Bliss. On another line was written: Art project—I could create a painting of one of the grounds’ trees and use jewels from outside. I’m sure they’d let me use them if it was for schoolwork. Must ask Sir Bliss.
‘Time for class to begin.’ 
Hailey closed the notebook as Amathia rose from her desk. She made a mental note to hand it in to Amathia at the end of class, and pulled out her Ancient History textbook. 
‘Today, we will pick up from where we left off last week—focusing on the disputes between the gods themselves.’ Amathia pressed her slender fingers to the crystal orb on her desk; white light flooded the room. 
Hailey was floating on her back in the sea, her hands trailing through the silky water as she inhaled the salty sea-air. She smiled at the beaming sun, its warmth kissing her skin. This is nice, she thought, just as a splash shattered the calm and a spray of water washed over her. 
An unmoving form bobbed in the water like a dead body. Hailey swam towards it, gently flipping the body over. Please don’t have dead scary eyes. Hailey pushed away the black hair sticking to the figure’s face. ‘Hephaestus?’
The man didn’t stir. His eyes were closed, and ichor was spilling into the sea around him, tingeing the water gold. Hailey would have thought the Olympian god was dead, except she knew this story well enough to know he survived—barely. 
She clasped his hand, an airy sensation swarming her body, like she was floating in the water again, and then she was standing in front of a cave at the bottom of the sea. She slipped inside it, tugging Hephaestus in behind her. 
Luminescent blue, green, and purple sea-flowers grew on the cave’s walls, casting the darkened place in a colourful glow. The same flowers stretched along the bottom of the sea outside the cave, resembling a glowing garden. It looked like another world to Hailey, especially with the fluorescent fish darting through the flowers.
The world flashed white and then reformed. Hailey was still in the cave, but now Hephaestus’s head was supported with a sea-sponge pillow, and a pearl-encrusted goblet brimming with green liquid rested beside him. 
Hephaestus groaned, his eyes fluttering open.
‘It’s all right,’ Hailey assured him, touching his arm. 
His eyes shot to her. ‘Who are you?’ He lurched into a sitting position and cringed with pain before crumpling back on the sea-sponge pillow. ‘Ah! What happened? What have you done to me?’
‘I am Amathia, a nereid. I found you floating in the sea. I think you may have fallen from Olympus. I brought you here when I realised you were injured.’
Hephaestus clawed a hand in his dark hair as if trying to rip away some of his pain. ‘I did not fall. I was thrown.’ 
‘Thrown? Who would do such a thing to an Olympian?’
‘Zeus,’ Hephaestus growled. 
‘Why?’
Hephaestus clenched his teeth, pure hate radiating from his gold eyes. ‘Because I disagreed with him. He is intent on punishing humans for the slightest transgressions. A human couple had paid him tribute and given him some of their harvest. But it had been harvested the day before. Zeus took it as an insult and slaughtered them in front of their children. I told him he shouldn’t have done it. That he was a tyrant and should start treating humans with kindness.’ Hephaestus swallowed. ‘He did not like that. He dragged me outside and threw me from Olympus. My mother, Hera, did nothing to stop him... That is the last thing I remember.’ 
Zeus was one evil jerk. ‘How awful.’
Hephaestus slowly raised himself on his elbows, gazing around at the glowing flowers. ‘Where am I? Am I in the sea? How is that possible? I do not possess the ability to breathe underwater.’
‘This is an underwater cave,’ Hailey explained. ‘My father, Nereus, used his powers to keep the water from flooding in. It’s my secret hideaway. I wasn’t sure who had harmed you, so I thought it wise to hide you away here.’ 
‘That was very… kind of you,’ he said, sounding unsure, as though kindness wasn’t something he was used to. ‘Thank you. I won’t impede on you anymore though.’ He moved to stand up and cried out, collapsing onto his back. ‘My legs!’ He gasped. ‘So much pain.’ 
‘Drink.’ Hailey lifted the goblet to his lips. 
Hephaestus spat green liquid everywhere. ‘What is that? It’s vile.’
‘Algae. It has many powers. It will help heal you.’ 
Hephaestus wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘My body will heal itself.’ 
‘Your injuries are grave,’ Amathia argued. ‘You may be immortal, but a fall such as the one you endured likely shattered every bone in your body. It will take time for you to heal.’ 
Hephaestus sighed. ‘Fine. Give me the green poison.’
The cave flooded with white light again as the memory fast forwarded. This time Hailey entered the cave with a woman. Gold thread was woven into her long blonde curls, making her hair sparkle. Hephaestus was standing in a corner, admiring a blue glowing flower. 
‘Hephaestus!’ the woman cried, and moved towards him.
Hephaestus whirled around and glared. ‘Aphrodite?’ He held his hand out to stop the goddess from coming any closer. ‘Why are you here?’
Hailey pressed into the farthest corner, giving the Olympians their space. 
‘When I heard what Zeus did to you I was so worried,’ Aphrodite explained. ‘I have spent the past three days searching for you. ‘This nereid’—she waved a hand in Hailey’s direction—‘brought me to you. I am so glad you are safe.’
Hephaestus scoffed. ‘As if you care about me, Aphrodite. We may be married, but we both know you do not love me. Should you not be away with Ares? Or perhaps that mortal Adonis? Or one of your other many lovers?’
‘Don’t be like that, Hephaestus. Our marriage was forced. You know my heart lies with Adonis, but I still care for you,’ Aphrodite said. ‘Why did you defy Zeus? You know better than to disagree with him, especially when it involves humans.’ 
‘Why do you defend him?’ Hephaestus almost yelled the words. ‘Do you not recall that it was he who forced us to marry after he discovered you had fallen in love with a human?’
Aphrodite dropped her head in surrender. ‘Yes. But he is our king, and our father. He is too powerful to stand up to.’
‘Not if we stand together.’ Hephaestus stepped forward, his right leg dragging behind him.
Aphrodite gasped. ‘What happened to your leg? Why has it not healed?’
‘Too damaged,’ Hephaestus said simply. ‘Zeus did this to me. He would harm any one of us in an instant, even kill us, for speaking against him. But if we grouped together we could find a way to depose him.’
‘You are delirious,’ Aphrodite said, the slightest hint of fear in her voice. ‘The other Olympians are too loyal. They would never stand against Zeus, especially his precious Athena. Now return with me. If you apologise to Zeus, he will welcome you back.’
‘I would rather die,’ Hephaestus spat. ‘You can leave now. You have pretended long enough to be the caring wife. Go and find one of your lovers to keep you entertained.’
Aphrodite flinched as if he’d slapped her. ‘As you wish.’ She dematerialised, rose petals falling in the spot where she’d been standing; they disappeared a heartbeat later.
‘Why did you bring her here?’ Hephaestus demanded, turning his raging eyes on Hailey.
She peeled away from the cave wall. ‘I heard from other nymphs she was searching for you. I thought you would appreciate seeing her.’ 
Hephaestus clenched and unclenched his fists. ‘You were wrong. If she does not wish to help me stop Zeus, then I will do it myself. I will stop all of the Olympians… I need to get to my workshop, but it’s too far for me to travel while I’m injured. Can you take me? The only issue is it’s in the ocean, and I don’t want the oceanids knowing about it.’ 
‘It will require some stealth, but I can get you there without alerting the nymphs of the ocean,’ Hailey said. 
The world flashed white, only for a moment, and then Hailey was stepping into another world—at least that’s how it felt. She was on an island. A forest of green stretched before her, with a volcano in the middle of it—steam rising from its top. But that wasn’t the incredible thing about this place. It was that it was underwater. The sea stretched over the island like a dome, reminding Hailey of the grounds at Poseidon’s Academy. 
‘You created this?’ Hailey asked in awe, watching pink, green, blue, and purple fish swim in the sky of water above. 
‘I needed somewhere to hide my workshop—somewhere my kin wouldn’t think to look for me. What better place than the middle of the ocean?’ 
‘It reminds me of Poseidon’s palace,’ Hailey said. ‘Except the trees here are ordinary,’ she added, running her hand down the rough bark of a papaya tree. 
‘That’s because Poseidon gave me the idea. When he asked me to help him create his palace, he leant me his powers so I could create the force field. While he was off entertaining himself with his nereids, I slipped away and came here to create my own oasis,’ Hephaestus said as a fluorescent pink octopus swam past the force field, chasing after a fish double its size. ‘I used Poseidon’s powers to sink this island, and then I created a force field to match his palace’s.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Um, thank you for everything you did. I’ll forever be indebted to you.’ Flames shot up in a circle around him. 
Hailey’s hand lunged towards Hephaestus, reaching through the flames. Tingles prickled over her skin as she grabbed his shoulder and dematerialised with him. The green forest swirled out of sight. Gloominess replaced it as the world reformed into a dank space that looked a lot like a cave. Floating orbs of light like the ones at the Academy illuminated the room, revealing a forge and anvil. An enormous pair of tongs and hammer rested beside the anvil. Metal was strewn across the floor and on wooden tables. Swords, shields, helmets, and axes ran along the walls, some of them rusted and cracked, in need of repair.
‘Why did you do that?’ Hephaestus demanded. ‘You should not have come here.’
Hailey gazed around the cramped space. ‘Where are we?’
‘The bottom of a volcano.’ Hephaestus threw his hands towards the anvil; fire blasted from his palms, igniting the forge. 
Wow, Hephaestus really did have a workshop in a volcano. Hailey had thought the rumours told throughout time about his workshop’s location were an exaggeration—since volcanos were filled with lava—but here she was, standing in it. It must still be out there somewhere, in the ocean, and it’s probably filled with magical items he was working on when he died. 
‘Hephaestus, what are you doing?’ The heat from the forge kept Hailey in place. Nereids didn’t like heat, especially when they were away from the sea and unable to hydrate.
‘I told you, I am going to stop the Olympians.’ He began kicking away the metal on the floor, searching for something. 
‘How?’
He plucked a piece of gold from the ground and tossed it towards the forge, where it clanged near the fire. ‘I will craft them each a gold throne. They are so self-important they will not question my gifts.’ He tossed another hunk of gold towards the other. ‘I will design the thrones to bind the Olympians the second they sit down. The chairs will inhibit them from dematerialising. They will be trapped, and unable to harm anyone ever again.’ 
Sweat dripped down Hailey’s face and the back of her neck as she moved towards Hephaestus, placing a hand on his muscled shoulder. ‘Think this through, Hephaestus. If you do this there will be no going back, and Zeus will find a way to escape, that much you should know. And when he does, he will kill you, son or not.’
Hephaestus flung a sheet of copper, sending it slamming against the wall. ‘So what am I supposed to do? Nothing?’
It was as hot in here as the lava sky in Tartarus; Hailey expected Amathia to start melting at any second. Why didn’t she have this conversation in the nice cool underwater cave? ‘No. But you can do as I do. Gain favour with the gods and use it to keep close to them so you are able—occasionally—to save a human from their wrath. I know it is not much. But it is something.’
Hephaestus slumped to the ground, metal clanging under him as he massaged his right leg. ‘Is that what you do? You are one of those nereids loyal to Poseidon, are you not?’
Hailey nodded and joined the Olympian on the floor, the scraps of metal warm beneath her dress. ‘Yes, and I persuade Poseidon from exacting his wrath from time to time. And when I cannot, I do my best to save the humans he has directed it at, or at least aid those left behind.’ Hailey’s mind flashed to the memory Amathia had showed their class last year of her trying to save a city from a sea-monster. 
Hephaestus was thoughtful as he continued massaging his leg, weighing up Amathia’s words. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ he eventually said with a sigh. ‘I am no good to the humans if I am dead. But the thought of befriending my kin turns my stomach.’
‘If you wish to help, you must.’
Hephaestus blew out a long breath. ‘Very well. I suppose instead of crafting entrapping thrones I will have to make my family actual gifts to win back their favour. Perhaps I can even forge them to protect humans in some way, if—when—they are used against them.’ 
The world flashed white, and this time Hailey reappeared in her Ancient History classroom. 
‘We are running short of time today.’ Amathia stood by the memory ball, touching the blue glass teardrop hanging around her neck. ‘Next class we will discuss the memory you just saw.’ 
‘Wow,’ Demi said as the class packed up their bags, ‘Hephaestus was actually a good god.’
‘That’s only one memory,’ Aaron reminded her. ‘I’m sure he did plenty of evil stuff too—he probably just developed a bit of a conscience.’ 
Hailey slung her bag over her shoulder. ‘It’s nice to know they weren’t all as evil as we’ve been taught.’ Maybe if the prophecy ever does come true—long, long, long after I’m dead—Hephaestus will be there to help humans
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Ghosts of the Past
Hailey wandered into her dorm, dumping her book bag by her desk. 
‘I think I might have a mini nap,’ Demi announced, dropping onto her bed. 
‘We can’t,’ Hailey yawned. ‘We promised Alec we’d commit to his afterschool homework group.’
Demi hugged a pillow to her face. ‘Uck. I don’t want to do homework.’
‘We promised,’ Hailey reminded her. ‘And just think, in an hour all your homework will be done.’
‘I never did my homework last year,’ Demi argued, her voice muffled by the pillow.
‘Come on,’ Hailey said, rifling around in her bag, pulling out various books. 
‘Fine.’ Demi tossed the pillow against their dorm door.
‘Oops, I forgot to give this to Amathia,’ Hailey muttered to herself, pulling Lacey’s notebook from her bag. She couldn’t be bothered walking back downstairs to the Ancient History classroom, not when classes were done for the day. Lacey isn’t a very common name; it probably belongs to that first year who came into the common room with that horrible Eris. I’ll just go next door and give it back to her, in case it’s important. ‘Come on, Dems,’ Hailey said, balancing a pile of books in one hand and striding over to throw their dorm door open with the other.
Demi trudged behind her down to the packed common room, acting as if Hailey were leading her to another one of Madam Grayson’s detentions. They spotted Alec and Aaron squeezed into a corner not far from the fireplace, with a mess of notebooks and textbooks sprawled in front of them. To Hailey’s surprise, Jayden and Cady were there too. 
Demi tensed beside Hailey. ‘Great. Now I have to hang out with Cady,’ she muttered.
‘It’ll be okay. We just need to give her a chance. And you still want to be friends with Jayden, right?’
Demi sighed. ‘Yeah.’ She lifted up her shoulders and head, an air of indifference surrounding her as she drifted towards them.
‘I hope you don’t mind that we’re crashing your study group,’ Jayden said. 
‘No, it’s fine.’ Demi dropped down, not even making eye contact with him.
Cady swallowed and let her mousey brown hair fall in front of her face, trying to hide behind it. ‘I can leave if you want.’
‘I said it’s fine,’ Demi snapped. 
‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ Hailey dumped her books on the floor. ‘I need to return something to someone.’
‘Don’t take too long,’ Alec told her. ‘The whole idea of this study group was for us to work together. I’m not letting you copy any work you miss while you’re busy socialising.’
‘I’ll be right back,’ Hailey said, and slipped through the door in the centre of the wall. 
The students sitting closest to the door on the other side frowned at her, but they didn’t say anything, none of them brave enough to question a third year. 
Her gaze swept over the common room. It was a mirror image of hers: one half was a study area, the other a casual area with sofas, armchairs, and giant cushions spread about—plus a cosy fireplace crackling. Most of the students were on the casual side, laughing with friends, or scribbling in notebooks. She didn’t think Lacey was here. But then again it wasn’t as if she remembered her face all that well.
‘Hailey?’
Hailey melted with relief when she recognised the girl with black rainbow hair that had been with Lacey on that first day. ‘Kara, right?’
The girl’s cheeks burned red. ‘It’s Zara.’
‘Oh, sorry.’
‘It’s okay.’ She hugged her arms, looking unsure—like she thought Hailey might yell at her. ‘Can I help you with something?’
‘Yeah, I’m trying to find Lacey. Do you know where she is?’
Zara’s face lit up. ‘Yes,’ she said, sounding relieved that she could help Hailey. ‘She’s in our dorm. I’ll show you.’
Hailey followed her through a door, where girls were coming in and out of dorms; a few of them shot Hailey a strange look, no doubt wondering what a third year was doing there.
‘Our dorm is this one.’ Zara stopped outside a door on the right side, where the names Zara Jenkins and Lacey
Mcderven were etched in gold calligraphy on the mother-of-pearl. 
‘Zara, I want to go into the grounds, but I can’t be bothered walking down the stairs,’ a girl standing a few doors down said.
‘Coming,’ Zara called back. ‘She’ll be inside,’ Zara told Hailey before walking towards the girl.
Hailey assumed Zara was an Inbetweener who could dematerialise like Brennan, so it came as a big shock when she waved her hand in an arc and a rainbow appeared, shining down from the ceiling. She stepped into it with the other first year, the two of them shooting out of sight, along with the rainbow, in the blink of an eye. 
‘Huh,’ was all Hailey could say. It’d been years since she’d seen an Iris use their powers. Being able to travel via rainbow would be so cool, she mused, and turned her attention to Lacey’s door. She reached up to knock but paused when she heard a voice on the other side.
‘How long have you been stuck here?’ Lacey’s voice asked. There was a pause. ‘Really? That long. You poor thing. I guess that means you knew Poseidon. What was he like?’ Another pause. ‘That’s good that you got along with him. Too bad about his wife, Amphitrite. So what can I do to help you?’ This time the silence lasted for about thirty seconds before Lacey said, ‘Oh yes, I can do that.’
Hailey frowned. Is Lacey talking to herself, or does the person she’s with have a really quiet voice? But how would they have known Poseidon? Unease washed over Hailey like a tidal wave ploughing through a city. What if it’s a nereid? What if Nemertes used the sea-monster attack as a distraction to sneak back into the palace? What if she’s wandering from dorm to dorm charming students long enough for her to stab them with a coral knife? Or poison them with a sea-urchin spike?
Hailey threw open Lacey’s door, so sure Nemertes would be inside that she opened her mouth to shout out her name. ‘Nem—’ She snapped her mouth closed when she saw Lacey sitting on the bed closest to the door. She was alone. ‘Where’s Nemertes?’ Hailey’s gaze darted around the dorm. Maybe she hid in a corner when I opened the door.
Lacey cocked an eyebrow. ‘Nemertes?’
‘Yes. You were talking to a nereid just then, weren’t you?’ She peeked under the beds. Nothing. ‘You can’t trust them. They’re evil.’
‘Oh.’ Lacey’s face brightened with realisation. ‘I wasn’t talking to a nereid.’
‘Then who were you talking to?’ 
‘A woman... she’s gone now.’
Now it was Hailey’s turn to cock an eyebrow. ‘I didn’t see anyone leave.’
‘Of course you didn’t—only I can see her.’
Hailey’s eyebrow rose even higher. Either Lacey was completely insane, or she had an invisible friend. 
‘Why are you looking at me like that? Oh, you think I’m crazy, don’t you? I forgot to say that I’m a Hermes. I’m always forgetting to tell people that part.’
‘Oh,’ Hailey said, relaxing now that she knew she wasn’t standing in a room with someone who was hearing voices—voices that could potentially tell her to “kill the Zeus”. ‘You see the dead.’
Lacey nodded. ‘Yep.’
Hailey remembered Lacey saying something about the person knowing Poseidon. She hoped it wasn’t an ex-nereid who was seeking revenge from beyond the grave. ‘What did you mean when you said the shade must have known Poseidon? Was it a dead nereid? Because I doubt you can trust those ones either.’
‘It wasn’t a nereid,’ Lacey assured her. ‘She was a human who’s been trapped here since before the gods died. She told me Poseidon had a crush on her and brought her back here to… you know… do stuff. Anyway, Amphitrite found out she was here and killed her. Amphitrite apparently stole her necklace, which was a family heirloom, and then tossed the woman’s body in a secret passageway. She can’t move on until I return the necklace to her body.’
‘That’s so sad.’ How horrible to be kidnapped, murdered, and then turned into a shade, forced to walk the hallways of a palace where no one can see you. Poseidon’s Academy mustn’t have had a Hermes who could see the dead before… or maybe it had, but the student hadn’t wanted to waste time helping shades cross over to the afterlife. How many other dead bodies are lying around the palace?
‘Is that my notebook?’ Lacey’s eyes locked on to the book in Hailey’s hand.
‘Yes.’ She handed it to her. ‘I found it under my desk in Ancient History.’
‘Thanks. It’s where I write down all my ideas.’
‘Well, I better go.’ Hailey moved to the door, her hand automatically touching her heart pendant. She paused, thinking about her dad. He’d moved on, she knew that. Or at least she assumed he had. But what if he was still waiting around, watching over her? She turned back to Lacey, her stomach giving an excited lurch. ‘Lacey, do you see anyone with me?’
Lacey stared over Hailey’s shoulder. ‘No. Should I?’
Hailey’s heart fell like an anchor sinking to the bottom of the sea, and her hand dropped from her necklace. ‘I guess not. My dad died seven years ago. I thought maybe he might still be hanging around.’
‘Technically the dead have to reveal themselves to me. He could be here but not want me to know. It’s a complicated gift.’
‘He’s probably already moved on, which is a good thing.’ Hailey swallowed down the lump in her throat. ‘See you around.’ 
She walked back towards her common room, trying not to focus on the pain squeezing her heart. She’d give anything to talk to her dad again. She’d gotten to do it just over a year ago in the Underworld. He’d saved her life. But was that really him? Or was it my subconscious creating a vision of what I’d wanted to hear and see so I could break free of the Erinys trying to kill me with her torturous gaze? Hailey shook her head. It didn’t matter. Her dad was dead. Nothing would ever change that.
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Nightmares
Hailey stepped into the grounds and frowned. It was completely deserted. Not a single student was outside. But what was even weirder were the trees. All the jewel trees had been replaced with pearl trees. Hailey scratched her head. Why would Amathia only want pearl trees in the grounds?

A tremor shot through the ground, sending pearls raining down from branches and scattering over the diamond floor. They exploded open, hundreds of beanstalks shooting into the air. 
Hailey whirled to run back into the palace, but something latched around her leg, and the next thing she knew, she was being hauled into the air. The blood rushed to her head and she stiffened, not daring to breathe, afraid the slightest movement would slip her ankle free of the vine gripping her and she’d crash back to the ground, which was somewhere below the puffs of white cloud.
Hailey wasn’t sure she could create a gust of wind strong enough to catch her from this height. Please stop. Please stop, she kept thinking over and over again, squeezing her eyes shut so she couldn’t see the clouds below. 
And then the beanstalk stilled.
Hailey dared to open her eyes. She blinked a few times to make sense of the upside-down image she was seeing. A palace perched on a gigantic cloud. ‘No, I can’t be here,’ Hailey stammered, grabbing the vine wrapped around her ankle and yanking. She needed to get away. Get back down to Poseidon’s palace before one of the Olympians showed up. 
‘Let me help.’
Hailey snapped her head back just in time to see a bolt of lightning shoot towards her.
No, not again! Hailey woke up with a gasp. I know the nereids are evil! she yelled at her subconscious. I don’t need your stupid dreams warning me and freaking me out even more. This year was meant to be different for Hailey. It was meant to be freeing. A year where she could enjoy her classes and not worry about the nereids trying to kill everyone off. But somehow the nereids had managed to send sea-monsters to attack the palace. What if they send an army of sea-monsters next time? Will they be able to break through the anti-monster spell Amathia had the Hecates weave into the force field? Will they kill everyone? 
The bigger question is: will they find a way to resurrect the gods? What’s in Olympus that Poseidon wants them to find? Are the gods up there right now, waiting for someone to read a spell left by Hecate? Is there another wand?
Hailey pulled her pillow over her head and screamed into it. The nereids ruin everything. Maybe them being banished was a bad thing. At least when they’d been here, Hailey had been able to keep an eye on them. But now they were gone, and she had no idea where they were. And even if she did, it wasn’t as if she could go there and spy on them.
Hailey chucked the pillow away and rolled out of bed, the pearl floor cool beneath her feet. She needed something to distract her from her thoughts. Maybe Kendra would be down in the stable and they could go for another ride on Rain. She shoved her feet into ballet flats and tiptoed through the dark, slipping into the hallway and then through to the common room, where she smacked into something hard.
‘Oops.’ Someone grabbed Hailey’s arm before she could lose her balance. ‘Sorry.’
‘Hailey?’
Hailey blinked, staring into a pair of glowing amber eyes. ‘Oh, it’s you, Elora,’ she said, glancing at the orb of light in the girl’s hand, which burned as bright as a fireball, but was actually a miniature sun.
‘Hey, Hailey,’ Kallie, the girl beside Elora said, smiling wide enough for Hailey to see all of her teeth. 
‘You got your braces off,’ Hailey noted.
‘Yep.’ Kallie rolled her tongue over her teeth. ‘Still getting used to how smooth they feel.’
‘Have you already been to the main hall?’ Hailey asked, hoping they’d say no so she could sneak down with them for a midnight snack.
‘Yeah, we were just there,’ Elora said. 
‘Oh.’ Hailey’s shoulders dropped.
‘Are you okay?’ Kallie asked.
Hailey nodded. ‘Yeah. I just have a lot on my mind. Need a distraction.’
Kallie’s face lit up. ‘I have an idea. Let’s go to a parallel world. That always makes me forget about stuff in this world.’
‘That would be amazing.’ Hailey hadn’t been to a parallel world with Kallie since first year—except for that very brief trip last year, which had only been for two seconds, so it didn’t really count.
‘I might sit this one out.’ Elora yawned. ‘I’m kind of tired.’ 
Disappointment tugged at Hailey. ‘It’s okay, we don’t have to go. You can go to bed if you want, Kallie.’
‘I’m happy to take you,’ Kallie said. ‘I’m not tired.’
‘Well, in that case, do you mind if Demi comes too? She’d kill me if I left her behind.’
Kallie nodded. ‘Sure. I’ll get changed out of my pyjamas and meet you in your dorm.’
‘Hailey snuck back into the girls’ dorms and down to her room. ‘Demi.’ She shook her sleeping friend. ‘Demi, wake up.’
Demi didn’t even stir. ‘Sorry about this,’ Hailey said. ‘Vkalike.’ The orb floating beneath their ceiling flared to life, flooding the room with light.
Demi squirmed, scrunching up her face. ‘Uck, too bright.’ She shielded her eyes. ‘Turn it off.’
Hailey dashed over to her chest of drawers and started pulling clothes on. She didn’t want to be walking around a parallel world in her pyjamas. ‘If I do that you’ll go back to sleep.’
‘Dah. It’s night time. We’re supposed to be sleeping,’ she grumbled, chucking a pillow at Hailey.
Hailey ducked out of the way, letting the pillow land on top of her drawers. ‘You can go back to sleep if you want, but then you’d miss a trip to a parallel world.’
Demi’s eyes widened, and she shot out of bed as quickly as someone who’d spotted a monster about to pounce. ‘Please tell me this isn’t a cruel joke.’
Hailey smirked. ‘Nope. Kallie is going to take us.’
Demi beamed. ‘Then why are we waiting here?’ She lunged for the door.
‘Clothes,’ Hailey called before Demi could sprint into the hallway.
‘Right.’ Demi turned back and scooped a green shirt and tanned shorts from a pile of clothes beside her bed, throwing them on as fast as a Hermes gifted with super speed. 
‘Ready?’ Kallie asked, slipping into their dorm. 
‘Yes!’ Demi exclaimed, bouncing up and down on her toes. ‘Where are we going? Can we go somewhere where Venus isn’t a complete harpy?’
‘I know the perfect place.’ Kallie clapped her hands together, exhaling a long breath as she drew them apart. A white sphere of light expanded between her palms, growing to the size of a basketball before Kallie threw it forward. The sphere exploded into a vortex of swirling lights the colour of a rainbow. 
‘Here I come, parallel world,’ Demi cheered, bounding through the vortex.
‘I’ll make sure she stays put,’ Hailey said when Kallie’s eyes widened. It would be just like Demi to venture off before the rest of them came through; she’d probably tell every person she could find that she was from a parallel world. Wisps of red, yellow, green, and blue spun around Hailey before she stepped back into the girls’ dormitories hallway.
A wave of cold slammed into her like a blast of ice sent from an attacking Chione. She shivered against it and then skittered forward a few steps before Kallie could ram into the back of her. Demi, to her surprise, was standing calmly in the hallway, rubbing her arms. 
‘I thought you would have run off,’ Hailey said as Kallie came through the vortex, its light dimming back to white before it disappeared altogether.
‘My legs feel frozen.’ Demi bounced up and down, trying to warm up. ‘Where are we? Antarctica?’
Kallie frowned and hugged her arms. ‘It’s not usually this cold. Maybe the force field isn’t working and is letting the cold air in,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Before we go into the common room, you should know this world is the opposite to ours. Here, people with god powers are considered outcasts, and Others are superior.’
Demi’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really? So does that mean someone is bullying my doppelgänger? Because I won’t stand for that.’
‘You can’t interfere,’ Kallie warned her. ‘If you do, I’ll take you straight back.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. I won’t interfere.’
Hailey followed Kallie towards the common room door, shivering as she walked, and seriously regretting her decision to wear shorts instead of fleece tights. A niggle of disappointment crept up on her when she stepped into the common room. This world was supposed to be their world’s opposite, so she’d thought maybe the common room would look different—or at least the furniture would be hanging from the ceiling. But it was a mirror image of their own common room, having one half dedicated to desks, chairs, and books, and the other half to sofas, armchairs, and cushions. This common room also had a fireplace, but it wasn’t lit, which was weird considering all the shivering students milling about. The only opposite Hailey noticed was that it was daytime here instead of night, with light streaming through the common room’s windows. 
‘Look who it is.’
Hailey followed Demi’s gaze. Venus was sitting on a sofa near the stairs to the lower levels with Nerissa and Cleo. They were just as beautiful in this world as her own. Why couldn’t they have warts—or at least pimples?
‘Here comes Cady,’ Kallie said. ‘She’s the biggest bully here.’
Hailey suppressed a laugh. Cady? A bully? She must have heard Kallie wrong because there was no way super shy Cady could say a bad word to anyone, let alone bully someone. But there she was, with her flyaway hair, marching towards Venus and the twins. 
‘How many times have I told the three of you to leave this school?’ Cady leered down at the evil trio.
‘I’m not leaving.’ Venus’s voice was meek. 
‘You’ll change your mind.’ Cady smiled slyly and touched one of Venus’s curls; it turned snot green, along with the rest of her blonde hair. 
Hailey waited for Venus to scream and vow revenge, but she only sniffed, tears welling in her eyes.
‘Change her hair back,’ Nerissa ordered Cady, but her voice shook a little.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll give you a makeover too.’ Cady touched Nerissa and Cleo’s black hair. Orange spread over it like spilt dye, leaving the twins with hair as bright as the sun. ‘Perfect.’ Cady cackled. 
Nerissa and Cleo pressed their hands to their mouths, as if holding back screams. Hailey saw the glimmer of tears in their eyes right before they, and Venus, darted into the girls’ dormitories.
‘That – was – so – good!’ Demi said through fits of laughter.
Hailey couldn’t form words. Venus had actually run off in tears. Maybe Hailey could bring Cady through here one day and introduce her to her other half. Maybe then she’d gain enough confidence to stand up to their Venus.
Hailey shivered, remembering how cold she was. ‘It feels like a freezer in here. Why don’t they light the fire?’
‘I have no idea,’ Kallie said, her teeth chattering a little.
‘Look, there’s Alec and Aaron.’ Demi pointed to the sofa in front of the fireplace, where Alec and Aaron sat rubbing their hands together as if they could feel the heat from the non-existent fire. ‘We can ask them why it’s as cold as a blizzard.’
Hailey steered towards them and hoped they’d be like the Alec and Aaron in her world, and not a pair of bullies like Cady.
‘Hey, guys,’ Demi said, grinning.
Alec and Aaron’s jaws dropped.
‘What’s wrong?’ Hailey asked. Please don’t tell me I’m a massive jerk in this world.
Alec gulped. ‘You’re supposed to be dead.’
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Another Life
Hailey’s heart skipped a beat. Dead? 
‘What do you mean we’re supposed to be dead?’ Demi pressed, her voice edging on offense. 
Alec chewed his lip, looking so uncomfortable Hailey would have bet her powers he was wishing he had the ability to dissolve into the sofa. ‘Well, you died last year.’ 
‘How?’ Hailey choked the word out, her throat suddenly as dry as a dust storm. How could she be dead in this world? 
Aaron narrowed his eyes, glancing between Hailey and Demi. ‘Who are you?’
‘I brought them here.’
Hailey had forgotten Kallie was standing behind them. Why hadn’t she told them their doppelgängers were dead? Why would she even bring them here? This was supposed to be distracting Hailey from all the stress in her life, not adding to it. 
Alec sighed in relief, his shoulders dropping. ‘Oh, that makes sense. I thought I’d suddenly gained the power of Hermes and would have to help you cross over.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Demi said. ‘We’re dead here?’
‘Um, yeah,’ Aaron said. ‘It, uh, happened near the end of first year. Both of you, along with Jayden, disappeared from the school for a few days. Amathia apparently worked out where you were and took some of the other teachers to go and find you. When they came back, they told us you were dead. They never said how you died, but everyone assumes you drowned, or got eaten by a monster.’
The room swirled around Hailey. She stumbled back and collapsed onto an armchair. She knew what had happened. Her doppelgänger had made the same mistake Hailey had in her own world and found Hecate’s wand, stupidly reading the awakening spell attached to it. She would have gone to the Underworld with Demi and Jayden to fix their mistake, but they obviously weren’t friends with Alec and Aaron here, which meant Aaron never would have been there to deflect the fireball Hades had pitched at them. Although she guessed they probably wouldn’t have been able to escape in the first place, since Alec wouldn’t have been there to bend the dungeon’s bars. She shuddered to think what had happened to herself in this world.
‘Are you okay, Hailey?’
Kallie’s hand squeezed her shoulder, but Hailey couldn’t respond. Her parallel-self had been trapped in Tartarus. She’d died there. And her poor mum—she would have been destroyed. She would be all alone now. 
‘Well, it’s nice to know you’re alive somewhere,’ Alec said, still looking as if he wanted to dissolve into the sofa. 
‘I can’t believe I’m dead.’ Demi gulped, as if swallowing down tears. ‘Hang on, if we died, then who would have—’ 
‘I’m sure Amathia set everything right,’ Hailey cut Demi off. They’d promised Amathia never to tell anyone about Hades and the Erinyes being alive in the Underworld—and she was pretty sure that promise applied in any world. Amathia must’ve found a way to put them back to sleep. Otherwise, the gods would have reclaimed the world by now—and Poseidon definitely would have kicked everyone out of his palace.
‘I’m really sorry,’ Kallie said. ‘I didn’t know you were dead here. I wouldn’t have brought you if I did. Come on, let’s go back.’
Hailey forced her legs to stand up; the cold crept back into her bones. ‘Wait.’ She met Alec’s gaze. ‘Why is it so cold here?’
‘The nereids stopped the palace in the Arctic Sea and lowered the force field,’ Alec explained. ‘They’re freezing us to death.’
So the nereids were just as evil here. ‘Why hasn’t Amathia done something?’ 
‘The nereids changed the Goldarin commands the palace responds to, and Amathia has no idea what the new commands are,’ Aaron explained, balling his hands into fists. ‘They stole all of our winter clothes, too, as well as our blankets—and even the wood for the fireplace. They also managed to get neutralising bracelets onto all the conjurers, so they can’t materialise any new stuff for us.’
Thank the Tyches Nemertes didn’t work out a plan like this before Amathia banished her. But what if it’s their next plan?
‘Come on, let’s go,’ Kallie said.
‘We can’t let them freeze to death,’ Demi protested. ‘We should bring blankets back or something.’
‘I can help a little,’ Hailey offered. She pushed open one of the windows, sucking in a breath as the frosty air hit her. Chunks of ice bobbed in the half-frozen sea surrounding the palace, and icebergs—actual icebergs—stood in the distance like islands of ice. 
Hailey reached her arm towards the cloudy sky, where snowflakes languidly drifted down, coating the branches of jewel trees and sprinkling over the diamond floor, turning the grounds into a winter wonderland. Hailey ignored the bite of needles against her skin as the cold burrowed deep into her flesh, and flicked away the clouds, sending the snow away with them. 
‘It’s nice to have a Zeus around again,’ Aaron remarked, appearing beside Hailey with Alec. 
‘Hopefully that’ll help warm things up a little until Amathia can fix everything.’ Hailey closed the window, water streaking down the crystal doors as the frost coating it melted.
‘And we’ll still bring you back blankets,’ Demi told them. ‘And wood.’
Alec rubbed his hands, his fingernails blue. ‘Thank you. It’d be nice to have gloves too.’
‘We’ll see what we can do,’ Kallie said. ‘Come on, home time.’
Hailey followed Kallie back into the girls’ dorms. She was dead here. Dead! Her doppelgänger probably died in that horrible room where her worst nightmares had come to life. She jumped when a hand brushed her shoulder.
‘Come on, Hailey.’ Demi nudged her head to the portal of swirling lights a few feet in front of them.
‘Oh, sorry.’ Hailey hadn’t even noticed Kallie open it. She stepped through it, rainbow lights swirling around her before she stumbled into her dorm. The orb floating beneath the ceiling glowed, banishing away the darkness of night.
‘Are you okay?’ Demi asked, coming through behind her.
Hailey nodded, stumbling back to sit on her bed. ‘Uh huh.’ 
‘I’m really sorry about that,’ Kallie said when she came through. 
‘It’s okay,’ Demi said. ‘At least now we can help them. I’ll find a conjurer to conjure some blankets and winter clothes.’ 
‘That’s okay. I’ll do it,’ Kallie offered. ‘You don’t have to go back there.’
‘Are you sure?’ Demi asked.
Kallie nodded. ‘Yep, I’ll get Elora to help me. I’ll see you in class.’ She slipped into the hallway, closing the door behind her.
‘Well, that wasn’t how I expected my first real trip to a parallel world to go,’ Demi remarked, dropping onto her own bed. ‘I can’t believe we died in that world.’
‘I know.’ The heaviness in Hailey’s chest squeezed a little tighter.
‘But it wasn’t us, Hailey,’ Demi went on to say. ‘We’re still alive. You can’t get all depressed over what happened in another world. I mean, there’s probably worlds that the gods have destroyed.’
‘It just surprised me—that could have been our fate if we weren’t friends with Alec and Aaron.’
‘Well, thank the Tyches we are.’ Demi kicked off her shoes and flopped back on her bed. ‘Too bad that world didn’t take care of their little nereid problem. At least we don’t have to worry about freezing to death.’
‘What if we do?’ Hailey fiddled with her necklace. ‘What if that happens here? The nereids could come back and mess with the force field.’ Hailey jumped to her feet. ‘We need to warn Amathia.’
Demi sat up, raising an eyebrow. ‘That world is totally different to ours, Hails. We don’t have to worry.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘I’m not taking that chance. You stay here. I’ll be back.’
‘Hail—’
Hailey closed the door before Demi could stop her. She couldn’t just go to sleep after what she’d seen. She needed to do something. And if that meant admitting to Amathia that she’d been out after curfew, then she’d do it. There was absolutely no way she’d risk Nemertes freezing them all to death. 
Hailey stopped in front of the Ancient History classroom, where light crept out from under the closed door. Last chance to turn back and wait until the morning. She rubbed her heart pendant, her engraved name scratching against her fingers. Every second counts when it comes to the nereids and their diabolical plans, Hailey decided and knocked on the door.
The door opened a heartbeat later, and a confused Amathia stared down at her. ‘Hailey? You should be in your dormitory. There’s a curfew.’
‘I know. But I need to tell you something—it’s about your sisters.’
‘All right, come in,’ Amathia stepped back from the door. ‘You are not still afraid of them sending more monsters to attack, are you?’ she asked, settling into the chair behind her polished-coral desk. ‘Because you do no—’
‘It’s not about that.’ Hailey cut her off as she stopped in front of Amathia’s desk. ‘You see, I went to a parallel world, and in this world…’
Amathia raised a hand to stop her. ‘A parallel world? So you not only broke curfew, but also travelled to another world?’
‘Um… yes.’
‘I asked Kallie not to use her abilities outside of Powers. It is very dangerous travelling to other worlds. Anything could happen there. I would not be able to protect you.’
Uh oh. Hailey hadn’t thought about the fact she’d be getting Kallie into trouble. ‘I asked her to take me. Practically made her. Please don’t make her wear a neutralising bracelet.’
Amathia tapped her fingers on the polished-coral. ‘I will not force a neutralising bracelet on her. But I will have to remind her of the dangers of travelling to parallel worlds.’
Great, now Kallie would hate her and think she was a snitch. ‘Well, it’s a good thing Kallie did take us because—’
‘Us?’
Hailey bit her tongue. Stop getting your friends in trouble. ‘Demi came too.’
‘I see, there were three of you breaking curfew.’
‘That’s not important. What we saw in the parallel world is.’ When Amathia didn’t argue, Hailey continued. ‘The nereids stopped the palace in the Arctic Sea and lowered the force field. They changed the Goldarin commands so that the Amathia there couldn’t raise the force field and get the palace moving again. Everyone was freezing to death.’
Amathia leaned back in her chair. ‘In this parallel world had I banished my sisters?’
Hailey hesitated before answering. ‘No, it didn’t sound like it.’
‘Then how do you know what transpired there will transpire here?’
‘I don’t. But isn’t it better to be prepared in case it does happen? You can change the Goldarin commands yourself, just to be safe. That way if the nereids are planning anything like what I saw, their plan won’t work—assuming they need to know the current commands to change them.’
‘It is wise, but as far as I am aware, it’s not possible to change the Goldarin commands on the force field and palace. Hephaestus wove the commands into the palace when he created it. Perhaps the same is not true for this parallel Poseidon’s Academy.’
‘Maybe. But you know your sisters. They’re evil, and if they can find a way to do it, they will.’ 
Amathia straightened in her chair. ‘Yes, they are cunning,’ she agreed. ‘I will investigate if it’s possible to do what you are saying. In the meantime, I am still tracking my sisters—and have been ever since the sea-monster attack. I promise they won’t get within a mile of this palace without my knowing.’
‘Thank you,’ Hailey said, relieved Amathia was at least going to look into the Goldarin thing instead of telling her not to worry. She moved to leave. 
‘Wait.’
Hailey turned back.
‘You did break curfew, Hailey.’ Amathia rose from her desk. ‘You, Demi, and Kallie will have detention tomorrow morning at ten with Madam Norwood.’
Seriously? She might have just saved everyone in the school from freezing to death and she was being punished for that? Demi was going to kill her.
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Detention… Again
‘I can’t believe you threw us into the minotaur cave,’ Demi whined as her, Hailey, and Kallie trudged down the stairs to the second floor. ‘And it’s a Sunday, Hailey—I should still be in bed.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Hailey said for the hundredth time. ‘It just slipped out—and, well, Kallie, there really wasn’t any way I couldn’t get you in trouble. I really am sorry. You were doing me a favour and now you have detention.’
Kallie shrugged as they headed down the hallway to the Powers classroom. ‘It’s okay. Amathia did tell me not to take people to parallel worlds—I’m technically not even allowed to go unless it’s for Powers class. And it probably was a good idea to tell Amathia, in case something like that happens here. But I doubt it will, since the nereids aren’t around anymore. Who would have thought they were so evil.’
‘Yeah, real surprise,’ Demi mumbled. 
They walked into the Powers classroom, where one half of the room resembled an ordinary classroom, with polished-coral desks and scallop-shell chairs scattered around. The other half was empty space, with thirty or so archways carved into the walls. Each archway led into a room specifically designed for a certain power. Hailey’s favourite was the Demeter room, where a forest, complete with chirping birds, grew. She could almost smell the forest’s wet moss scent from here. 
‘Good, you’re here,’ Madam Norwood said, striding in behind them. ‘Follow me.’ She led them towards the archways. 
Please let our punishment be trying out Hecate potions. She wouldn’t mind drinking a potion that allowed her to fly. 
‘I want all the equipment in here polished.’
Hailey snapped back to reality and looked at the archway they’d stopped outside of. It was the Ares room. A sea-sponge floor covered the ground, just like the gym, and bordering the walls was every weapon imaginable: swords, daggers, axes, staffs, bows and arrows, throwing stars, and dozens more. 
‘Polished with what?’ Demi asked. ‘Our spit?’
‘Watch your tone or I’ll make you clean the other rooms too,’ Madam Norwood snapped before pointing at a mother-of-pearl cupboard the size of a medicine cabinet on the left wall. ‘There is polish and rags over there. I need to do some research in the library. You may leave when you’ve finished your task, but I expect everything in here to gleam. If it doesn’t, you’ll be spending detention here again tomorrow. Understood?’
‘Yes, Madam Norwood,’ Kallie squeaked. 
‘Polishing is so boring,’ Demi huffed when Madam Norwood left.
‘I’m sorry,’ Hailey said for the hundredth and one time.
‘Come on, let’s get this done.’ Kallie moved to the cupboard, pulling the pearl doors open.
Five potion bottles lined the top shelf, each one labelled polish, and a stack of neatly folded rags that looked brand new rested on the shelf below them. 
‘Where do we even start?’ Kallie’s eyes scanned the countless weapons. 
‘I think we should test them out first.’ Demi yanked a sword off the back wall and swished it through the air.
‘Demi, you’re not an Ares,’ Hailey reminded her.
‘So? You don’t have to be an Ares to use a sword. Come on, who wants to fight me?’ Demi flicked her wrist, attempting to twirl the sword. It thumped to the sea-sponge floor. ‘Oops.’ She snatched it up.
‘We’re supposed to be cleaning the weapons, not using them.’ Kallie glanced nervously at the archway. ‘Madam Norwood could come back.’
‘Relax, she went to the library. Ooh, maybe I’d be better at throwing stars.’ Demi dropped the sword and swiped two throwing stars from the wall.
‘Demi, you have no idea what you’re doing.’ Hailey backed into a corner, a set of nunchucks right beside her head. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Demi when she was holding a deadly weapon.
‘I might be a natural,’ Demi countered, positioning herself in front of a poster of a hydra that stretched between the floor and ceiling. She flicked a star towards its nine heads.
Chink. The star hit the crystal ceiling and ricocheted.
‘Watch out!’ Hailey shouted to Kallie, who hadn’t moved from the cupboard.
The star spiralled straight at Kallie. She darted to the right, a second too slow; one of the star’s points sliced across her shoulder.
Demi dropped the other star and bolted to Kallie’s side. ‘Medusa! I’m so sorry.’ 
Hailey was a second behind her. ‘Are you okay?’
Kallie was clutching her shoulder and had gone completely white. She slowly lifted her hand. 
Hailey’s stomach tightened, ready to see a gash oozing blood. But there wasn’t one. There wasn’t even a scratch.
‘Oh, I didn’t hit you.’ Demi blew out a breath. ‘I really thought I had.’
Kallie glanced at her shoulder and frowned. ‘You did. I felt it. It didn’t hurt, though, but it definitely hit me. And now my shoulder feels all numb.’ Kallie shrugged her shoulders, but only the right one moved. ‘See, I’ve got paralysis or something.’
Hailey grabbed the star from the floor, her reflection staring back at her as she squinted at the weapon. ‘It looks real.’ She touched one of the points. ‘It’s sharp. It should have cut you, Kallie.’
‘Let me see.’ Demi snatched the star from Hailey’s grip, one of the points slicing across Hailey’s hand. She gasped, clutching her injured hand to her chest. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.’
‘It’s okay.’ Hailey’s hand didn’t hurt at all; it actually felt tingly, like it had fallen asleep. She unpeeled it from her chest and gazed at her unmarked flesh. ‘It didn’t cut me.’ She tried to close her hand but only managed to wiggle her fingers. ‘I think the weapons are spelled so that if one cuts you, it just numbs that area. It doesn’t actually hurt you.’
‘Cool.’ Demi pricked her finger on the throwing star, not a single drop of blood oozing out. ‘Wow, that’s a weird feeling.’ 
‘So I’m not paralysed?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No. Hopefully, that will wear off soon.’
‘Thank the Tyches,’ Kallie said. ‘Come on, let’s start cleaning.’
An hour later, they were sitting on the ground, still polishing the stupid weapons. 
‘This is taking forever,’ Demi huffed, dripping polish potion over the blade of an axe. 
‘We’re almost done.’ Kallie dragged her rag over a dagger. ‘Only another five weapons to go.’
‘That’s the last of the arrows.’ Hailey popped a freshly polished arrow into the quiver beside her, the citrusy scent of lemon heavy in the air from all the polish she and the others had used. 
Kallie’s head jerked up. ‘Did anyone else hear that?’
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘What?’
‘It sounded like footsteps. I hope it’s not Madam Norwood. She’ll be angry we haven’t finished yet.’
‘I’ll check.’ Hailey walked towards the archway and poked her head outside. The classroom was empty. ‘Nobody’s here.’ She heard the creak of a door. ‘What was that?’
‘I thought you said no one was here.’ Demi appeared at her side, gazing out.
‘There isn’t,’ Hailey argued. 
‘Maybe they’re in one of the rooms,’ Kallie offered, coming to Hailey’s other side. ‘Should we find Madam Norwood?’
‘Nope. Hailey and I have got this—we have lots of experience sneaking up on people.’ Demi crept from the Ares room. Her eyes combed over the other archways, searching for an intruder. ‘Can’t see anyone,’ she whispered. 
Maybe they’d imagined it. But then Hailey heard the chink of glass, as if someone was knocking vials against each other. ‘They’re in the Hecate room.’
‘They can’t be,’ Kallie said, voice low. ‘They would’ve walked past the Ares room. We would have seen them.’
Chink. Chink. 
‘It is coming from the Hecate room.’ Demi slunk towards the end of the classroom, moving as quietly as a sphinx stalking its next meal. 
Hailey and Kallie crept after her, the three of them stopping just before the last archway on the right wall. The woodsy scent of rosemary and sandalwood mixed with the sweet aroma of lavender drifted from the room. Inside, vials chinked against one another.
‘I don’t like this,’ Kallie whispered so low Hailey had to strain to hear. ‘We should get Madam Norwood. What if the person inside attacks us?’
‘That’s what this is for.’ Demi held up a throwing star and leapt forward. ‘Busted!’ she yelled into the Hecate room. ‘Huh?’
Hailey moved to her side. What the…? The Hecate room was empty. No one stood near the cauldrons on the two tables that ran along the room; or beside the shelves on the back wall, where various things like thyme and ground unicorn horn were stuffed into labelled jars. Hailey assumed whoever had been in here had had the power to dematerialise, but then she saw the space in front of the potions cabinet shimmer ever so slightly, as if the air was moving. Someone is inside.

‘Who’s there?’ Hailey called, keeping her eyes planted on the silhouette she could now just make out.
‘It’s me.’ The shimmering silhouette transformed into Cady as she dropped her camouflage. 
Kallie gasped. ‘You’re like a chameleon.’ 
Cady’s cheeks flushed pink. ‘I thought you wouldn’t be able to see me.’
‘We almost didn’t,’ Hailey admitted. ‘You basically turn invisible when you use your powers.’
Demi crossed her arms, the throwing star still in her hand. ‘What are you doing in here?’
Cady’s blush deepened. ‘I… I needed some potions. I saw Madam Norwood was in the library, so I thought I could sneak in and get some.’
‘What potions?’ Hailey tried to glimpse the labelled vials in Cady’s hands.
Cady shoved them back onto the shelves. ‘They were potions to use on Venus and the twins for when they come after me again.’ She lowered her eyes to the ground, letting her hair fall in her face. ‘It was dumb. Please don’t tell Madam Norwood.’
Hailey could barely believe this nervous girl was bursting with confidence in another world. ‘We won’t.’ 
‘Is there something in there to give her warts?’ Demi asked, traipsing over to the cabinet and peering at the labels on the vials.
‘Please don’t take anything, Demi. I don’t want to get into any more trouble,’ Kallie said, chewing her lip and glancing towards the archway, as if scared Madam Norwood might appear.
‘Fine. No warts.’ 
‘It was a stupid idea,’ Cady admitted, keeping her eyes on the floor. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, and scurried off before they could ask any more questions. 
‘Are you sure we can’t take one potion?’ Demi tapped a finger against the cabinet. ‘Madam Norwood won’t notice one wart potion missing.’
‘I doubt the Hecates make potions for warts,’ Hailey said. But they might make a potion for premonition. ‘Maybe there is one potion we can take.’ Hailey moved to Demi’s side.
‘Hailey, Madam Norwood will know if we take something,’ Kallie pleaded, nervously glancing behind her.
‘Don’t worry, you won’t get in trouble, just me.’ Hailey scanned the potion labels: warming potion, sweet dreams, clean scent… Nothing for premonition. She sighed. ‘What I want isn’t here anyway.’ 
‘What were you looking for?’ Demi asked.
‘Something to give premonitions. I want to see if the nereids are planning something like what happened in the parallel world.’
Demi laughed. ‘You don’t need a potion for that. You need an Apollo with foresight.’
‘But Alec said most Apollos can only see a week in advance. I need to see a whole year ahead of time.’ 
‘Let’s just ask Sir Bliss,’ Demi said. ‘A week’s notice of impending doom is plenty of time for us to stop it.’
Well, it was better than Hailey sitting around wishing she knew if something was about to happen or not. ‘You’re right. Let’s hurry up and finish polishing so we can talk to him.’
‘I’ll put everything back. You go and see Sir Bliss,’ Kallie said fifteen minutes later.
‘Thanks, Kallie,’ Hailey said, leaving the now sparkling clean Ares room with Demi. 
‘Do you really think this will work?’ Demi asked Hailey. ‘I mean, if it were as simple as asking Sir Bliss to have a premonition to see what the nereids are up to, then I’m sure Amathia would have asked him.’
‘We can at least try.’ Hailey strode into the hallway and headed towards the second-floor staircases. Life would be so much easier if she could find out if the nereids were up to something from Sir Bliss. If she had to, she’d go to him every week for the next year and ask him to have a vision about any impending trouble. 
Demi paused by the staircase that led up to the above floors—it was in between the two staircases that led down to the entryway. ‘Should we go to his dorm?’
‘Medusa, we should have tried his classroom first,’ Hailey said. ‘Let’s go back there before we climb up a bunch of stairs,’ she said, turning around to head back down the hallway of classrooms. She managed three steps before she heard a voice that made her grit her teeth.
‘Trying to suck up to teachers and do extra credit?’ Venus’s voice mocked.
She was sashaying up the left staircase from the entryway, Nerissa and Cleo at her side. Two boys trailed behind them, their eyes as empty as a corpse’s. 
‘We don’t have time for you.’ Demi moved to take another step towards the hallway of classrooms.
‘Not so fast.’ Venus darted in front of Hailey and Demi with her posse, blocking their path. ‘I thought we could have a little chat.’
‘Leave us alone, Venus,’ Hailey warned. 
‘Or what? There’s no sky here—or plants,’ she added to Demi. ‘You’re both powerless.’
‘Not true.’ Demi kicked her leg out. Her foot smacked into Venus’s leg, sending Venus tripping backwards. 
‘GET HER!’ Venus roared, thumping onto the pearl floor. 
The boys lunged for Demi, throwing their hands out and shoving her towards the crystal guardrail that ran between the entryway’s two staircases.
‘Wait! Stop!’ Venus shouted.
But it was too late.
Demi toppled over the guardrail, a scream ripping from her throat.
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The Saviour
‘Demi!’ Hailey lunged forward, arms stretching out to grab her best friend.
But she was too slow.
‘DEMI!’ Hailey screamed again, staring over the guardrail to her friend’s terrified face as she fell towards the entryway’s hard pearl floor.
A boy suddenly appeared below Demi. He spun his index finger clockwise, like he was tracing the hand of a ticking clock, and then held out his arms. Demi’s screams cut off as he caught her, saving her bones from shattering on the ground. 
Hailey bolted down the stairs. Demi was standing beside the boy who’d caught her, his arm wrapped around her waist for support. Demi’s face was as white as the pearl floor, but she was okay, as far as Hailey could see—no broken bones or bleeding gashes.
‘Demi, you’re okay.’ Hailey squeezed her best friend into a hug.
‘Let us go!’
Hailey stared back up to the second floor, where she spotted Riley and Charlie gripping the two boys who’d pushed Demi over the guardrail. A blonde girl with extra-long legs was up there, too, and she reached her hands towards Nerissa and Cleo. The twins’ mouths opened in silent screams as ice hardened over their skin like a shell, freezing them in place. 
‘Please, don’t.’ Venus threw her hands in front of her face.
The Chione—Amber, if Hailey remembered correctly—touched a finger to Venus’s arm, turning her into an ice sculpture, too, before using her powers on the two struggling boys Riley and Charlie were holding.
Good. Venus can’t run away now. Hailey focused her attention on the boy beside Demi. He was gorgeous, with a charming smile that would rival Adonis’s. ‘Where did you come from?’
‘I was walking in from the grounds when I heard a scream,’ he said.
‘But you appeared out of nowhere. Are you a dematerialiser?’ 
He shook his head. ‘Nah. I’m an Other. I can slow down time.’
‘What’s going on here?’ Madam Grayson was on the stairs, walking down from the third floor. ‘Amber, why am I looking at five frozen students?’ Her angry voice carried down to the entryway.
‘I’ll be right back,’ Hailey told Demi, and dashed up the stairs to explain everything so that Riley, Charlie, and Amber didn’t get in trouble. 
‘I can’t believe what happened,’ Demi said once Madam Grayson had marched Venus and the twins off to her classroom, and everyone else had gone their separate ways. 
‘I know,’ Hailey said, leaning against the guardrail. ‘Venus almost killed you. If the Tyches are on our side, Madam Grayson will expel her.’ 
‘No, I meant about that guy catching me—Brax, that’s what Madam Grayson called him. He’s so gorgeous,’ she gushed. 
‘Seriously? You almost die and all you can think about is how hot the guy who saved you is? Aren’t you angry about what Venus did?’
‘Of course,’ Demi said. ‘I hope she does get expelled. I’m just saying there was a positive side to almost splattering on the entryway floor. I hope I see him again.’ She looked towards the third floor, where he’d disappeared to a few minutes ago.
‘I’m sure you will. Come on, let’s get you upstairs.’ 
‘No way. The plan to see Sir Bliss is still on—out of all the times I’ve nearly died, this one was pretty anti-climactic,’ Demi said, taking the lead down the hallway their Creative Arts classroom was in. 
‘Yeah, I guess that’s true.’ Over the last couple of years they’d almost died a dozen times... an arachne had tried to eat them, a cyclops had thrown them through the air, Hades had tried to incinerate them. So Hailey had to agree that being pushed over a guardrail wasn’t too traumatic in comparison. She followed after Demi, grateful that she wouldn’t have to wait any longer to find out from Sir Bliss if the nereids were planning something. 
They stopped outside of the Creative Arts classroom. Music that sounded like an opera of sirens singing drifted out from behind the closed door. ‘Sir Bliss,’ Hailey said, rapping on the door.
Nothing.
‘Sir Bliss,’ Hailey repeated, knocking again. 
‘Let’s just walk in,’ Demi said, throwing the door open. 
The opera music blared in the room. Sir Bliss was sitting in front of a canvas, painting the Eiffel Tower; it looked like a photo it was so perfect.
‘Um, Sir Bliss,’ Hailey said loud enough to be heard over the music.
Sir Bliss’s head swivelled around and he beamed. ‘Hailey. Demi. Have you come to work on your projects in your free time? I do love students who are enthused about the creative arts.’
‘Ah, no,’ Hailey said. ‘We actually wanted to ask you something.’
His face fell a little. ‘Music off.’ The sirens stopped singing, leaving Hailey’s ears ringing. Sir Bliss rose to his feet, wiping his paint-speckled hands on his apron. ‘What would you like to ask me?’
Hailey hesitated for a second, thinking how weird it would sound if she blurted out that she needed him to have a premonition about whether the nereids were going to freeze the students. She wasn’t even sure he knew how truly evil the nereids were. But Hailey couldn’t think of a non-weird way to ask the question. ‘Well, you see, we were wondering if… um…’
‘If you can use your Apollo powers to get a premonition about whether the nereids are planning to kill us all,’ Demi finished for Hailey.
Sir Bliss raised an eyebrow. ‘Excuse me? Nereids? Kill everyone? What are you talking about?’ He suddenly chuckled. ‘Oh, are you working on a play? I’d love to hear all about it.’
‘No, we’re being serious,’ Demi said. ‘You see, we went to this parallel world where the nereids had stopped the palace in like Antarctica and were freezing everyone to death. We want to make sure that doesn’t happen here.’
Sir Bliss raised both eyebrows this time. ‘I see. But as I’m sure you’ve realised, the nereids are no longer here.’
‘We know the nereids aren’t here anymore,’ Hailey said. ‘But since they managed to attack the school with sea-monsters, we thought it’s possible they could find a way back here. Or attack the Academy another way. Are you able to focus a premonition on any attacks against the palace?’
Sir Bliss scratched his head of blond curls. ‘This is all very odd. Have you told Amathia?’
‘Yes.’ Hailey tried not to let her frustration creep into her voice. Why was he asking so many questions? Why couldn’t he just use his powers like they’d asked? ‘She said she’s keeping an eye on them, but we want to make absolutely sure they’re not up to anything like what we saw in the parallel world.’
‘I wish I could help you, but my powers don’t work on command. I receive visions at random.’
‘Can’t you at least try?’ Demi tapped an impatient foot. ‘Just close your eyes and think of the nereids. Maybe put that siren music back on to help.’
‘My powers don’t work like that,’ Sir Bliss repeated. ‘If they did, then every Apollo gifted with foresight would be rolling in riches from predicting the lottery.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘I’ve tried that one a few times.’
‘Please try,’ Hailey pleaded.
‘All right.’ Sir Bliss perched on one of the pottery wheel stools and closed his eyes.
Hailey stared at his face, waiting for something to change in it. For it to scrunch up or for him to suck in a breath. Anything that would signal he’d had a vision. But he merely looked like he was daydreaming. Come on. Please, give us something.
Sir Bliss gasped in a breath, and then another, and another.
Yes, it’s happening. He’s having a vision. 
Achoo. ‘Sorry. Allergies,’ Sir bliss said with a sniff, opening his eyes. 
Hailey’s shoulders slumped. ‘So you didn’t see anything?’ 
He shook his head.
She sighed.
‘Now back to predicting the lottery numbers,’ Demi said. ‘Maybe give that another go.’
Sir Bliss smiled. ‘I told you, my powers don’t work like that. I’m sorry, girls, but I’m sure Amathia has everything under contr—’ Sir Bliss stiffened, his eyes growing wide. 
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Missing
Sir Bliss’s breath came out in a gush. ‘Oh my.’
‘What? What did you see?’ Hailey demanded.
‘I need to tell Amathia.’ He pulled off his apron and tossed it aside as he hopped off the stool. 
‘Did you see the nereids?’ Hailey pressed, following him to the door. ‘What are they planning?’ A vision of them charging towards the palace on sea-serpents flashed into Hailey’s mind. How long do we have before the nereids get here? Hours? Minutes? Is it already too late? 
‘No, not the nereids,’ he said, striding into the hallway. ‘A student is about to go missing. I need to warn Amathia.’ 
‘Sorry, Hailey.’ Demi patted her on the back.
Hailey dropped down on the stool Sir Bliss had been sitting on. ‘I knew it was a long shot. I guess we’ll have to trust Amathia.’ She really hoped she was being serious when she’d said she’d do some research on whether the palace’s Goldarin commands could be changed. She’d visit her during the week to ask if she’d learned anything.
‘What do you think about the missing student?’ Demi plopped onto the stool beside Hailey’s. ‘I hope no one falls through the force field. Or decides to steal a sea-horse and go to an island. Actually, do you think it could be one of us? Should we have asked Sir Bliss?’
‘I’m sure if it was us, he’d have let us know. And, anyway, if he tells Amathia, she’ll make sure whoever is meant to go missing never does.’ At least some good had come of them visiting Sir Bliss. 
***
Hailey pushed around the peanut butter pancakes on her plate; her stomach was as knotted as a fishing net. She’d had that stupid dream about the beanstalk again. The last thing she needed right now were reminders of what could happen if the nereids were up to something—or that Olympian Mysteries cult. 
‘You okay?’ Aaron nudged her shoulder. 
‘We should trust Amathia,’ Alec said, guessing what Hailey’s worries related to. ‘It’s not our responsibility to worry about the nereids.’
‘Um, except that it was our responsibility for the past two years,’ Demi pointed out before taking a bite of her ham and cheese croissant.
‘I wish we could do something to find out if they’re up to anything.’ Aaron shovelled baked beans into his mouth. ‘But we really can’t. We’d have to steal the sea-horses and go searching for them.’ He wiped the back of his hand across his sauce-covered lips. ‘But we have no idea where they are, so our search zone would be the entire sea. Not even Heracles could complete a task as impossible as searching an entire sea for six nereids. I’m sorry, Hailey, but Alec’s right on this one—we have to trust Amathia is taking care of things.’
Hailey skewered some pancake with a fork. ‘I know.’ She popped the pancake into her mouth and chewed, ignoring her stomach’s protests that it was too upset to eat. 
‘I have an announcement everyone,’ Amathia said, striding through the archway. 
What could she be announcing? That the nereids are on their way in full force, and we have to evacuate immediately? Or maybe more sea-monsters are swarming the grounds. Hailey gulped.
Amathia stopped in front of the teachers’ table, and turned to face the students. ‘Late yesterday I discovered a student missing.’ Murmuring disrupted the quiet as students began whispering about who was missing. ‘The missing student’s name is Lacey Mcderven.’
Hailey’s mouth turned dry.
‘Hey, we know her,’ Demi said.
‘The teachers and I have been searching the palace since I learned of the news, but as yet, we have not located Lacey,’ Amathia continued over the growing murmuring. ‘I believe Lacey may have gone exploring in one of the forbidden parts of the palace and is trapped somewhere. The teachers and I will continue our search, but I ask that anyone who saw or spoke with Lacey recently and has any information about where she might be, speaks with me after breakfast. I will be in my classroom for the next half an hour. Ancient History is cancelled for today, so if you have a class with me, please enjoy a free period in the library.’ Amathia strayed past the rows of tables and disappeared through the archway.
‘I wonder if she’s in that room we were in in first year—the one that traps anyone who enters it,’ Demi mused.
Alec looked at her as if she’d gone mad. ‘We weren’t really trapped in that room, Demi. That was just a cover story. We were in the…’ Alec gave a quick look around before leaning forward and whispering, ‘the Underworld.’
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘Dah. But I’m pretty sure a room like that actually exists here, because Amathia came up with that story pret-ty quickly.’ 
‘I’m sure if that room did exist, she would have checked.’ Aaron pushed his plate away. ‘I should check with Madam Grayson if they want volunteers to search the palace. I know all about how to conduct a search and rescue operation.’ He ventured towards the teachers’ table, where Madam Grayson was biting into a bagel.
‘I wonder what happened to Lacey.’ Hailey had only met her twice, so she definitely didn’t think of her as a friend or anything, but still, she felt sick with the thought of her being lost somewhere in the palace, alone and terrified. Or worse, she could have fallen through the force field. What if she drowned? 
‘I guess now we know who Sir Bliss had the vision about.’ Demi sipped her strawberry smoothie. ‘But I don’t understand how he didn’t stop it from happening. I mean Amathia most likely went straight to Lacey’s dorm, so I don’t get how that wasn’t enough time to stop her from vanishing to wherever.’
‘He probably saw this.’ Alec rubbed his chin, thoughtful. ‘I mean he saw Amathia doing the announcement about Lacey missing. She might have been missing since yesterday morning.’
‘I bet she went palace exploring,’ Demi said. ‘She seems pretty curious when you consider she barged into our common room on day one. She’s probably been sneaking around the palace since she got here, mapping it out. Wasn’t her notebook full of weird stuff, Hailey?’
‘Yeah, I forgot about that.’ Hailey rested her knife and fork beside her barely touched pancakes, her stomach even more upset now than it had been when she’d first sat down. ‘I don’t remember any maps, just random thoughts.’ What she did remember, though, was Lacey talking to a shade woman about helping her move on by reuniting her necklace with her remains. Hailey almost jumped out of her chair as realisation hit her. That’s it! Lacey went to find the woman’s remains, which are hidden in a secret passageway. Lacey’s probably trapped in it.

Aaron dropped into his chair, face disappointed. ‘They don’t want students helping yet.’
‘I need to go.’ Hailey sprang up, picking her book bag off the ground and slinging it over her shoulder. 
‘Where?’ Demi asked. ‘We’ve got Powers.’
‘I might know where Lacey is.’
‘How?’ Alec asked the question this time.
‘I’ll explain later. See you in class.’ Hailey rushed off before her friends could ask any more questions. If Lacey really was trapped in a passageway somewhere, Hailey didn’t want her spending a single second more there than she had to.
Amathia was pacing the Ancient History classroom when Hailey arrived, walking back and forth in front of her desk. 
‘Amathia.’
Amathia glanced at her. Hailey caught a glimpse of the stress in her teacher’s features before a smile washed it away. ‘Hailey, what can I help you with?’
‘I think I might know where Lacey is.’ 
‘You saw her somewhere yesterday?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No, this was three days ago. I heard her talking to a shade. It was a woman Amphitrite killed. She stole her necklace and hid her body in a secret passageway, and the shade can’t move on until she’s got her necklace back. Lacey said she would help her, but I think she might have gotten herself trapped in the process.’
Amathia was pensive for a moment, as if thinking about what secret passageway it might have been. ‘Interesting. That does make sense. Amphitrite was very vengeful. But this palace is filled with secret passageways—some only she and Poseidon knew about. I don’t suppose she mentioned where this woman’s body is?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘So you think I’m right? She’s somewhere in the palace and hasn’t accidentally fallen into the sea and drowned?’
‘I had a Hecate cast a locator spell yesterday, and they were unable to connect with Lacey, which means she is somewhere protected from magic. Poseidon’s palace is protected, so, yes, I believe she is here somewhere. And now with your information, I will have a better chance of finding her.’
‘That’s good.’ Hailey moved to leave, not wanting to hold Amathia up. But she paused. This was her chance to find out if she’d learned anything about being able to change the palace’s Goldarin commands. ‘I don’t want to keep you from finding Lacey, but have you found out anything more about the nereids and if it’s possible to change the Goldarin commands.’
Amathia’s face looked so tired, just for a second, before she gave Hailey a reassuring smile. ‘I have Madam Grayson and Madam Norwood scouring the library for any references to the palace and its Goldarin commands. As yet, they have found nothing. And I have also visited my sisters recently.’ She touched the blue tear drop hanging from a chain around her neck, rubbing the glass with her finger. ‘They did not appear in a position to siege the school. It seems their only plan was to rely on sea-monsters, and now that the palace is protected from them, they cannot use that plan again. I do not believe what happened in that parallel world will transpire here.’
Well, it wasn’t as good as Amathia telling Hailey she’d found a way to prevent the nereids from changing the Goldarin commands, but at least Amathia was doing something. Her stomach calmed a little.
***
Hailey collapsed onto her bed after a long day of classes, mainly spent worrying about Lacey and if Amathia had found her yet. 
‘I’ve got something to tell you.’ Demi dumped her book bag beside her bed.
Hailey shuffled into a sitting position, and leaned her back against her sea-sponge pillows. ‘What is it?’ 
A grin spread over her best friend’s face. ‘Brax came up and saw me after you left the main hall this morning.’
‘Really? What did he say?’
‘He asked if I was okay.’ She half-swooned onto her bed. ‘Isn’t that sweet? Although I could barely talk to him I was so nervous. He’s just so gorgeous.’
‘Did he ask you out?’
Demi shook her head. ‘No. I don’t know if he’ll ever talk to me again now.’
‘Don’t say that. I think he likes you. You should ask him out.’
Demi gasped. ‘Are you crazy? What if he says no? I’m a year younger than him. He might think of me like a little sister or something. I don’t think I could take the humiliation of rejection—especially if Venus found out.’
‘But what if he says yes? How jealous would Venus be then?’
A devious smile crept across Demi’s face. ‘You’re so right.’ She giggled. ‘I think I’m going to do it. But what do I even say? “Hey, wanna go out?”’
Hailey crossed her legs. ‘Just ask him if he wants to hang in the grounds with you. At least then it’s not like you’re properly asking him out, so if he says no, it won’t be a big deal.’
‘That’s a great idea.’ Demi sighed and rolled onto her back. ‘I hope he says yes. That would be soooo amazing. I think I might actually love him.’
Hailey chucked a pillow at her. ‘Calm down. You don’t even know him yet.’
Demi rolled to face Hailey, propping her head up with her hand. ‘He saved my life. I think that’s all I need to know. He’s a regular Perseus.’ Her eyes flicked behind Hailey. ‘You’ve got mail.’
‘Must be Mum.’ Hailey shifted onto her scallop-shell chair and picked up the envelope that had materialised on her desk. ‘Huh,’ she said with a frown. It wasn’t addressed in her mum’s handwriting. 
She tore open the envelope and read.
Dear Hailey
I don’t know if I should be writing this, since I’m not sure if you actually want to hear from me. But Amathia mentioned you’d asked about me, and I thought maybe sending you a letter would be okay. It’s Pandora. I probably should have said that at the start. I suppose if you want, you can screw this letter up and throw it in the bin. But I really hope you and the others meant what you said when you forgave me last year. 
Anyway, I wanted to let you know that I’m happy. I’m finally living a life that doesn’t involve hurting people. Amathia sent me to live with some humans who have been really nice. They’ve helped me adjust to the modern times. I must admit I was a little terrified at first. It had been a long time since I’d been out in the world. And so much has changed—there are things called tubes that materialise you wherever you want to go. But it’s nice to be free. 
I hope you and the others are well and enjoying your new year at Poseidon’s Academy. I miss you.
Pandora/Hope
‘Wow.’
Demi sat up. ‘What? Everything okay?’
Hailey nodded. ‘Yeah. It wasn’t from my mum. It was from Pandora.’
‘Seriously?’ Demi bounded to Hailey’s side. ‘What did she say? Is she okay? Does she like her life? Does she miss us? Oh, just give me the letter.’ Demi snatched it from her.
Hailey was glad Pandora was doing so well and was finally living her life, free from scheming gods and nereids trying to manipulate her. After centuries of misery, she deserved happiness.
‘I can’t believe she thinks we might hate her,’ Demi said, leaning against Hailey’s desk.
‘Well, she did almost kill you and the entire school,’ Hailey pointed out. ‘I can understand why she might be a little worried that we’d changed our minds about forgiving her.’
‘That was so last year,’ Demi said, dropping the letter on Hailey’s desk. ‘I wish she could have stayed here with us.’
‘Me too. I guess I better write back to her and tell her we still love her.’
‘Ooh, I’ll write a letter too. What’s her return address?’
Hailey picked up the envelope and flipped it over. The return address was blank. ‘She didn’t write one down.’ Now Pandora might think she hadn’t replied because she did hate her. She could probably get the address from Amathia, and that would also give her a chance to find out if Lacey was okay. ‘I’ll ask Amathia.’ Hailey pushed to her feet.
‘Okay,’ Demi said. ‘I might go wandering around the grounds and main hall and see if I can find Brax. Or is that too stalkerey?’
‘Only if you go hunting for him in his common room.’
‘Okay, no common room stalking.’
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Hanging Out
Amathia’s door was wide open when Hailey arrived. She’s probably still out looking for Lacey, Hailey thought, expecting to find an empty room. But Amathia was sitting behind her desk, talking in a hushed voice with Madam Norwood. She was about to turn away, not wanting to interrupt what looked like an important conversation, when Amathia looked over.
‘Hailey, come in.’
‘I’ll let you know what happens,’ Madam Norwood told Amathia and left the room as Hailey made her way towards Amathia’s desk.
‘Was that about Lacey?’ 
‘Yes,’ Amathia said. ‘Unfortunately I have been unable to locate her. Madam Norwood is working with the Hecates on attempting to suspend the palace’s magic blocking powers long enough to track Lacey.’
‘Can I do something to help?’
‘That is kind of you to offer, but I have everything under control.’ Amathia rose from behind her desk, smoothing out her shimmering dress. ‘Was that all you came to ask me?’
‘Um, no. Hope—I mean Pandora—wrote me a letter, but she didn’t give me her address, so I was hoping you had it.’
‘It’s safer for Pandora if no one knows where she is. She should not have risked sending you a letter.’
‘Why? I’m not planning to hunt her down or anything. I don’t know what she told you, but I don’t hate her. I would never tell anyone who she really is.’
Amathia smiled warmly. ‘I know you wouldn’t. But things are more complicated than you understand. I would be happy to pass along a message for you.’
‘Tell her thanks for the letter, and we’ll always be friends.’
‘Of course. Now, I must re-join the search party for Lacey.’
‘I really hope you find her soon,’ Hailey said as the two of them walked into the hallway.
‘I will,’ Amathia promised, and glided down the hallway to the left, entering into a forbidden part of the palace. Hailey had been down there before; it was a mess of hallways, but if you followed the right ones, you eventually found the nereids’ room. 
Is that where Amathia is heading? To see if she can find something in there that can help—maybe some ingredient the Hecates need for a special potion? Although Hailey doubted the nereids had left anything behind. They’d probably taken every last pearl in their room, just to spite Amathia.
Hailey leaned against the wall and dropped to the floor, the jewels and shells embedded in the crystal poking into her back. Where are the nereids right now? Hiding somewhere near the palace, watching and waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike? Amathia would sense them or something if they were nearby, wouldn’t she? Hailey wished she had a magic pool of water that could show her the nereids so that she could see if they were sitting around plotting. 
‘Is Amathia inside?’
Hailey glanced up at Zara, her heart tugging when she saw her red eyes. She could only imagine how awful it would be if Demi vanished one day and nobody could find her. ‘No. She left… I’m really sorry about Lacey.’
Zara wiped the back of her hand across her nose. ‘I don’t know why Lacey didn’t ask me to go with her. I would have, and if we’d gotten trapped somewhere I could have used my powers to get us out.’
Hailey wasn’t sure what to say. The only thing she could think of was offering a way for Zara to take her mind off things. ‘I was about to head to the main hall for dinner. Do you want to come?’ she asked, standing up. 
Zara shook her head. ‘I should wait for Amathia.’
‘She’ll come and find you if she figures out where Lacey is.’
Zara hesitated, her eyes drifting to the hallway Amathia had disappeared down five minutes ago. ‘Okay, I guess.’ 
Hailey moved to take a step.
‘Oh, we’re not walking.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘We’re not?’
Zara moved her arm in an arc, and the end of a rainbow beamed down from the crystal ceiling. ‘This will take us.’
Hailey had never travelled via rainbow before. Demi will be so jealous, she thought, right before stepping into the multi-coloured stream of light. She waited for tingles to sweep over her body like they did when she dematerialised. 
But it wasn’t anything that pleasant.
She shot up and across in an arc. The rainbow’s stream of colours blurred around her, before she fell through the air. Her feet hit the entryway’s pearl floor.
‘Wow,’ was the only word Hailey could muster as students stopped and stared at her and the half a rainbow arching from the wall beside the left archway. She was pretty sure her stomach had been left outside Amathia’s classroom.
Zara appeared beside her. ‘Feel okay?’
Hailey nodded, her head dizzy. ‘Uh huh. Just fast. Really fast.’
‘You get used to it. I’m going to see if I can find my friends inside.’
Hailey stood frozen for a few more seconds before she decided she could walk without vomiting or losing her balance. She walked into the main hall and spotted Demi, Alec, and Aaron sitting at a table right near the archway. 
‘You okay?’ Aaron asked when Hailey collapsed into the chair beside Demi. ‘You look a little pale.’
‘Yeah, I just travelled via rainbow. It’s… different.’
‘What?! Why didn’t you take me?’ Demi demanded. But her eyes stayed fixed on the main hall’s entrance.
‘Because you weren’t there,’ Hailey countered.
‘I’ve heard people say travelling via rainbow is like going on a giant slide,’ Alec said matter-of-factly. ‘Is that how it felt?’
Hailey materialised ginger ale in her goblet. ‘More like being flung by a giant catapult.’
‘Oh, fun,’ Demi said, her eyes scanning the face of every person entering the main hall.
‘Why are we sitting here?’ Hailey sipped her ginger ale, her stomach calming. ‘It’s a bit busy.’
Aaron rolled his eyes and twirled spaghetti around his fork. ‘Demi wanted to sit here. She apparently needs to see this Brax guy walk in or something. You’d think her life depended on running into him.’ 
‘It does,’ Demi said, still not looking away from the archway. ‘I couldn’t find him earlier, so now is my only chance to casually ask him to hang out sometime.’
‘I think you need to look up the definition of casually,’ Aaron remarked. 
‘You’re just—there he is.’ Her eyes lowered to her plate of uneaten sushi. ‘Medusa, he’s coming. Now what?’
‘Get his attention.’ A steaming pile of mac and cheese materialised on Hailey’s plate.
‘How?’
Clang. Aaron’s goblet toppled to the floor; the protein shake he’d been sipping on splattered over the white pearls before disappearing a heartbeat later. ‘Oops,’ he said with a smirk.
Brax glanced up as he walked towards their table, his lips curving into a smile when he spotted Demi. ‘Hey, Demi.’
‘Oh, Brax. Hi,’ the words came out in a rush.
‘Fancy running into you again after seeing you at breakfast.’
Demi twirled her hair. ‘Yeah, I know. It’s just so random.’
‘Yeah, how random that you eat dinner in the same main hall,’ Aaron muttered under his breath. 
Brax narrowed his eyes at Aaron. ‘Hey, you’re the son of the guy who took over the school last year. That’s you, right?’
Aaron’s hands clenched into fists, ready for a fight. ‘Yeah, but I’m also the reason he’s gone.’
‘Anyway, I should go. My friends are waiting.’
‘I also wanted to ask you something… like… would you… um… maybe… like. Oh, I already said that. Um…’
‘Would you like to hang out with her sometime,’ Hailey finished for Demi, watching her friend turn redder and redder.
Brax grinned. ‘Sure. Let’s hang in the grounds tomorrow after class.’
‘Okay,’ Demi blurted out so loud Brax jumped.
‘Cool, see you then.’
‘Did that really just happen?’ Demi asked when he was out of earshot.
‘Yes, you really did just embarrass yourself falling all over a guy.’ Aaron pushed away his half-eaten plate of spaghetti, acting as if he’d lost his appetite. 
‘He said yes,’ Hailey reminded Demi.
‘I can’t believe it.’ Demi pressed her hands to her cheeks and shook her head. ‘Oh, Medusa. I have barely anytime to work out what to wear. I have to go.’
‘You’ll be in uniform,’ Alec pointed out.
Demi ignored him and bolted from the main hall.
***
Demi stood in front of the mirror above her chest of drawers, fluffing up her wavy hair with her fingers. ‘I don’t even know what I’m going to say.’
Hailey was lying on Demi’s bed. ‘Just talk about anything. Ask how his day was.’
Demi dabbed on pink lip gloss. ‘That’s so boring. Who wants to talk about school.’
‘Then ask him where he’s from. He sounds like he has an accent, so start with that.’
‘That’s a great idea.’ She pinched her cheeks and spun to face Hailey. ‘Do I look okay?’ She ran her hands down her skirt. ‘I feel stupid staying in my uniform, but if I change that’ll look too desperate.’
Hailey threw her legs over the side of the bed. ‘You look perfect. Now you better get to the grounds or he’ll think you stood him up.’
‘Will you come with me? I mean, not to sit with him. But just be in the background somewhere. I’d feel better if I knew you were around.’
‘Of course. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this nervous before.’
‘I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous before.’ Demi threw open their dorm door and ambled into the hallway. ‘I feel so sick. I really like this guy.’
‘And he’ll really like you too,’ Hailey assured her, following her best friend through the common room and down to the entryway.
Demi turned to Hailey before they stepped outside. ‘Wait here for like ten seconds then come out. I don’t want him to think I brought you to spy on us.’
‘Okay. Good luck.’
Demi smiled nervously. ‘Thanks.’ 
One, two, three, Hailey started counting in her head before realising Demi probably didn’t mean literally ten seconds. Hailey would give her a couple of minutes to settle down with Brax. Her gazed turned to the statue of Poseidon in the centre of the entryway. She walked up to it, staring at the god’s glass eyes. Where are you?
Where are the other gods? Are you alive? What did you mean by Nemertes knowing what to do when she got to Olympus? The statue stared at her, a certain smugness about it. I just want to know that you and the gods won’t come back in my lifetime.
You can come back when there’s a more worthy Zeus than me—someone who doesn’t mess everything up and can actually shoot lightning from their hands.
‘Please stay dead,’ Hailey told the statue and headed outside, pushing all thoughts of the gods from her head. They weren’t back yet, and that’s all that mattered right now. She’d drive herself crazy if she kept waiting for them to reappear. 
Demi was sitting near the edge of the grounds, laughing at something Brax had said. Hailey planted herself a few trees away from them and leaned her back against the coral trunk of a tanzanite tree. 
‘Hey, Hails.’ Jayden dropped down in front of her, a book in his hand. ‘What are you doing out here alone?’ 
She glanced over Jayden’s shoulder. 
He swivelled his head. ‘Oh,’ he said, sounding surprised. ‘You’re chaperoning Demi’s date. Well, I guess it’s a good thing she’s got someone.’
Hailey caught a flicker of something in his eyes. Jealousy? Disappointment? ‘It’s only their first date—although technically it’s more like a hang out.’
‘Oh, okay.’ He flicked a tanzanite across the ground, sending it skittering into a pile of emeralds the same colour as Demi’s eyes. ‘Is he a nice guy?’
Hailey shrugged. ‘I don’t really know him. But he saved her life, so I’m guessing yes.’ There was that look again, this time Hailey was pretty sure it was jealously. ‘Where’s Cady?’
‘Library. She spends a lot of time there now. She’s a real bookworm.’
‘Is everything okay between you two?’ Maybe he’s looking jealous because he’s worked out that he doesn’t like Cady after all, and that he really wants to be with Demi.
‘Yes, we’re doing great. I love her.’ He grinned when he said it, and his eyes turned all dreamy, like a siren had spelled him with her singing. 
Hailey’s shoulders slumped a little. So much for Demi having a chance with Jayden. ‘Love her?’
He grinned even wider. ‘Yeah. I know it’s only been a few months, but when you know you know, I guess. So where are Alec and Aaron?’
‘Aaron said something about working on his core, and Alec is studying. He’s probably in the library, actually.’
‘Anything interesting happen lately? Like getting locked in a dungeon or attacked by a knoxen?’
Hailey smirked. ‘No, nothing that interesting—at least not since the sea-monster attack.’
‘Yeah, that was just like old times.’ Jayden leaned back on his hands.
‘Oh no,’ Hailey said when Venus and the twins sashayed into the grounds. She hadn’t seen them since they’d shoved Demi over the guardrail. The rumour was that they’d been sentenced to a month of detention, and two months of wearing a neutralising bracelet. It wasn’t as good as expulsion, but at least they wouldn’t be controlling an army of boys again anytime soon.
‘What’s wrong?’ Jayden followed Hailey’s gaze. ‘Ah, the evil trio.’
Venus stalked towards Demi and Brax. Not good. Hailey jumped up. Demi was so enthralled in whatever Brax was talking about that she didn’t even notice Venus and the twins. So Demi wasn’t prepared when the three of them grabbed her arms and threw her through the force field.
‘No!’ Hailey yelled, just as Jayden sprinted past her.
He was about to dive through the force field, but Brax had beaten him to it, and was already pulling Demi back into the grounds.
‘Demi, are you okay?’ Hailey dropped to her side.
‘Yeah, wa-t-t-ter was a li-i-ittle c-c-old.’
‘I’ll take you to the healing wing,’ Jayden volunteered.
‘I’ll do it-t. I’m a lit-t-t cold mys-s-self,’ Brax said, pulling Demi up with shaking hands and steering her back towards the palace.
Hailey whipped around to Venus and the twins, who were cackling a few feet away. ‘What in Tartarus did you do that for?’
‘She’s the reason why I’ve got this thing on for the next two months.’ Venus held up her arm to show off the gold neutralising bracelet, which was as wide as a watch strap. ‘So I think it’s only fair I get to torture her a little.’
‘You almost killed her! You should have been expelled.’
Venus flicked her curls over her shoulder. ‘That was an accident. Demi shouldn’t have been standing near the guardrail.’
Hailey ground her teeth. Getting a month of detention would totally be worth breaking Venus’s nose again.
A wave of water ploughed through the force field before Hailey could even clench her hand into a fist. Water sprayed against her face as the wave crashed over Venus and the twins like a waterfall. 
‘You’ll pay for that!’ Venus growled at Jayden. She and the twins looked like drowned harpies, with water dripping from their hair and clothes. ‘Or more like your girlfriend will.’ She stomped back towards the palace with the twins, a trail of water dripping behind them.
‘I didn’t think you approved of revenge,’ Hailey said to him.
He shrugged. ‘Sometimes it’s okay to retaliate. Well, I better go find Cady before Venus does. I hope Demi is okay. Let her know I’m sorry about what happened. It probably wasn’t the best way to end a first date.’
‘Thanks for your help,’ Hailey said, grateful he’d spared her from breaking Venus’s nose and bearing the wrath of Madam Grayson.
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More Bad News
Hailey bit into the toasted sandwich on her plate, cheese oozing into her mouth. 
Demi, Alec, and Aaron sat around her, gobbling down lunch before their next class. 
‘Hey, Dems, we still hanging out after class?’ Brax asked, stopping by their table.
‘Uh huh. I’ll see you in the grounds.’
Brax winked. ‘Can’t wait.’
‘Things look like they’re going well between you two,’ Hailey said when Brax was out of earshot. 
Demi blushed. ‘Yeah, but we’re still only at casual hanging out stage. It’s been three days, twenty hours, and twenty-four minutes since we first hung out, so I’m hoping he’ll ask me out on an official date soon.’
‘He doesn’t seem that great to me.’ Aaron skewered a piece of pork on his plate.
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t know why you have an issue with him. He saved my life twice.’
‘You could have swum back through the force field the second time,’ Aaron countered. ‘He was showing off.’
‘This doesn’t look good,’ Alec remarked.
Hailey followed his gaze to Amathia, who was making her way towards the front of the hall. Please don’t be something bad. Four days had passed since Lacey had vanished. Now every time she saw Amathia, she expected to hear that they’d found Lacey trapped in a secret passageway, and that she’d starved to death. Hailey kept praying to the Tyches that Lacey was stuck somewhere with a conjuring plate and goblet. 
‘Quiet down please everyone.’
The din of chatter quieted to whispering as the students focused their attention on Amathia, who’d stopped in front of the teachers’ table. ‘I have some unfortunate news.’
A lump lodged itself in Hailey’s throat. 
‘I have kept some information from you, as I did not wish to create a panic,’ Amathia continued. ‘But I now fear everyone might be in danger.’
Hailey gulped, the lump in her throat not budging. The nereids are back. They’ve probably already overwritten the palace’s Goldarin commands, and now Amathia is about to tell us we’re all going to freeze to death.
‘As you are aware, four days ago a first year went missing,’ Amathia said, ignoring the growing murmur of students’ voices. ‘I and the other teachers have been unsuccessful in locating Lacey. Yesterday another student vanished. A second year named Diego. At first I thought it merely a coincidence, but this morning, I was advised that yet another student has disappeared. This time a fifth year who was using his Hecate powers to try and find the missing students.’
Three students have gone missing in the past four days, how is that possible? Lacey is meant to be lost in a secret passageway, trying to find the bones of a dead woman. Two more students can’t have fallen into the same passageway. If it were that easy to find, Amathia would have stumbled across it by now.
‘Quiet down, please,’ Amathia said as the murmuring rose to a loud chatter. ‘I’m unsure of what has happened to these students, but I have every hope they are alive within the palace somewhere. With that said, I would like all students to be more aware of their surroundings from now on, and to not go anywhere alone. I also ask that no one wanders into the forbidden parts of the palace, or sneaks out after curfew. If anyone is caught doing any of these things, they will receive a detention.’ Amathia fixed the students with a serious gaze to make sure her words sank in. ‘Now please do not fear. I promise I will locate the missing students. I just wish for everyone to be more cautious from now on.’
‘What is happening to everyone?’ Hailey said, tossing her half-eaten toasted sandwich back on her plate, her appetite gone. 
‘A vortex,’ Demi suggested. ‘Some random vortex has probably materialised and started sucking up students.’
Alec raised an eyebrow. ‘I think we would have noticed a vortex. And they don’t randomly appear. To create a vortex you must—’
‘No science talk.’ Demi waved a dismissive hand at him. ‘But if it’s not a vortex, do you think it’s a monster?’ she asked, excitement sparkling in her green eyes. 
‘Again, I think we would have noticed a monster,’ Alec said. 
‘What if it’s an invisible monster?’ Demi went on. ‘It could be in here with us right now, eyeing off its next victim.’ Her gaze darted around the hall. 
‘Hmm, that would explain how it’s able to move so stealthily around the palace,’ Aaron mused, his eyes combing the main hall too. ‘But how do we fight an enemy we can’t see?’
Alec sank down in his chair, half-slipping beneath the table. ‘We hide from it and wait for someone else to kill it.’ 
‘I’m sure it’s not a monster,’ Hailey said, not even wanting to think about the possibility that some horrible creature had eaten the missing students. ‘They’re trapped in a room somewhere.’ 
‘If it was one student that would make sense,’ Alec agreed; he was still slunk down in his chair. ‘But statistically the odds are less than one percent for two more students to discover the same room that even Amathia doesn’t know about.’
‘Stop hiding under the table.’ Aaron kicked Alec’s chair. ‘If there is a monster around, it’ll smell your fear.’ 
‘Maybe it’s a room that only reveals itself when it wants to,’ Demi mused. ‘It could like move around the palace. So when you actually think you’re about to step into your dorm, it’s really the magic room. And then you’re trapped inside it with everyone else.’
‘If that were even possible, and I’m not saying it is,’ Alec said as he reluctantly straightened back up, ‘why would it have only started luring students away now—seven years after Poseidon’s Academy opened?’ 
Demi shrugged. ‘You’re the genius. You work it out.’
‘It’s not actually a bad idea,’ Aaron said. ‘It makes a lot more sense than an invisible monster.’
It does actually. And maybe the reason why it hasn’t been active before is because you have to bring it to life somehow. And maybe that’s something the nereids have the power to do. Anything bad happening in the palace is always because of the nereids. Maybe it wasn’t a magical room taking students, but Hailey could feel it in her powers that they were involved somehow.
***
‘Wait,’ Demi said when Hailey reached for the handle of their dorm.
Hailey glanced over her shoulder. ‘What?’
‘It could be that magic room. Let me check.’ Demi twisted the handle and threw the door open as she jumped backwards, acting as if something would charge out at her. ‘Looks clear,’ she said a second later, peering into their dorm.
‘What do you think about my theory?’ Hailey asked as she dropped her book bag by her desk and sank onto her bed. 
Demi kicked off her shoes beside the door. ‘Theory?’
‘About the nereids? Do you think they’re responsible for the missing students?’
Demi jumped onto her bed and rolled on her side to face Hailey. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me. But I don’t know how they’d be getting around kidnapping students. Amathia probably has some security system that lets her know if they’re here. Plus other students would have seen them lurking around.’
Hailey drummed her fingers against the side of her mattress. ‘I know. But I feel like they’re involved somehow, even if it was just to activate the room you think is sucking people up.’
‘Now that I would believe. But I’m not sure what we can do about it.’
Hailey sighed. ‘I don’t think we can do anything except hope Amathia works out whatever they’ve done. I need to tell her about my theory though.’
‘It’s a little hard when she’s never in her classroom anymore. Which really sucks, because now we’re stuck with Madam Grayson teaching us Ancient History from a book until Amathia finds the missing students.’
‘I’m going to write her a letter,’ Hailey decided, settling at her desk. ‘It’ll show up in her classroom, and then she’ll get it whenever she goes back.’ 
‘Make sure you tell her about the magic room.’
Hailey picked up a pen and scribbled down her theory on the nereids being responsible for the missing students. ‘Done.’ She shoved the letter into an envelope, scrawling Amathia, The Ancient History Classroom, Poseidon’s Academy, on the front before pressing a gold stamp imprinted with a pair of wings into the envelope’s corner. 
Their dorm door burst open as the letter vanished from Hailey’s hand. 
‘Demi, guess what?’ Kora half-squealed, bouncing into their dorm.
Demi sat up. ‘What?’
‘Brax is in the common room asking for you,’ Kora blurted. 
Demi shot off the bed. ‘Seriously?’
Kora nodded. ‘Yep.’
‘That’s awesome!’ Demi bounced on her toes, too, acting as if Kora had told her she’d won a pet unicorn. ‘How do I look?’ She darted to her mirror, dragging a brush through her hair.
‘You’re gorgeous,’ Hailey said, twisting around in her chair. 
Demi spun back around. ‘It’s a good thing he’s come looking for me, right? He didn’t look nervous, like he wasn’t sure how to tell me to stop stalking him?’
Kora grinned. ‘It’s definitely a good thing. Now, hurry up. I told him I’d have you out there in five seconds.’
‘Okay, here I go.’ Demi bounded into the hallway.
‘You okay?’ Kora asked, moving to lean against Hailey’s desk.
Hailey nodded. ‘Yeah, just worried about the missing students. I’d hate for anyone else to disappear.’
‘Amathia will work it out.’
As if summoned by her name, a letter materialised on Hailey’s desk.
‘From your mum?’
Hailey shook her head, picking up the envelope. She hadn’t expected Amathia to write back so quickly. 
‘Ooh, do you have a secret admirer?’
‘No, it’s… from a friend.’ Hailey said, not in the mood to explain her theory all over again, especially when Kora had no idea about all the things the nereids had done. 
‘Well, I’ll leave you to read it. See you later, Hails.’
‘Bye,’ Hailey said, not even hearing the door to Kora and Tahlia’s dorm close.
She tore open the envelope, snatching out the letter and reading Amathia’s flourished handwriting:
Dear Hailey
I appreciate your thoughts about my sisters being involved in the disappearances, but I promise they have not left the island they are currently residing on. I have checked. I have also spoken with them, and am convinced they are not involved. 
As for this magical room Demi thinks may be responsible, as far as I am aware, no such room exists. But Poseidon did have Hephaestus create many secret places in this palace, so I suppose it’s possible. 
Thank you for your assistance in my search. I promise to let you know if I learn of anything.
Yours sincerely 
Amathia
Hailey’s heart dropped. She’d wanted the nereids to be involved. Because if they were, then they’d have their answer to what had happened to Lacey and the other missing students. 
Maybe they haven’t come near the palace, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t left something behind to grab students, like a spelled puddle of water that transports anyone who steps on it straight to the nereids. 
Hailey sank back in her chair. Why couldn’t she have just one normal year at Poseidon’s Academy? Just one year where she didn’t have to fight for her life on an island, or where the entire school wasn’t dying from a plague? Just one year of normal school, where her biggest worry was passing her mid-year exams?




19 
Sunrise Flying
Hailey’s eyes flew open, and she sucked in a scream as a shadow leered over her in the dark. The nereids are here to kidnap me!
‘It’s okay, Hailey. It’s me.’
Hailey strangled the scream, her body turning lax as she recognised Kendra’s voice. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘Rain asked me to get you.’ 
Demi moaned from her bed. 
‘She wants to show you something,’ Kendra continued, lowering her voice.
Hailey sat up, squinting to see Kendra’s outline. ‘Show me what?’
‘She said it was a surprise—she’s been searching for something for you.’
‘For me?’ She hadn’t asked Rain to find her anything.
‘Come on, let’s go.’
Hailey threw her legs over the side of the bed and paused. ‘Wait, the curfew. If we get caught, we’ll be in heaps of trouble—and there’s something in the palace taking students.’
‘So we won’t get caught,’ Kendra said. ‘And if we cross paths with a monster or whatever is making everyone vanish, then we’ll run like Tartarus—plus we’re together, and only students who are alone seem to get taken.’
That was true, and Hailey was curious to know what Rain wanted to show her. Maybe it has something to do with the missing students—maybe she’s seen something. Hailey had to find out, no matter the risk. ‘Okay.’ She quickly threw on some clothes and snuck into the hallway with Kendra. Jewels and shells glowed in the walls, luminescent sapphires, emeralds, and cockles lighting their path to the stable. 
The orb of light floating beneath the stable’s ceiling flared to life when Hailey walked inside. ‘Hello,’ she greeted the whinnying sea-horses, giving each of them a quick pat while Kendra let Rain out.
The pegacorn rubbed her head against Hailey’s arm, leaving sparkling white fur on her sleeve. 
‘What do you want to show me?’ Hailey asked her, running a hand down the bridge of Rain’s nose. 
Rain whinnied. 
‘It’s a surprise,’ Kendra interpreted. ‘We better hurry. The early risers in the palace will start to wake up soon.’ They climbed onto Rain’s back. ‘Okay, let’s see what this surprise is.’ 
Rain snorted and nodded her head, trotting through the double doors that led into the grounds. 
Hailey’s hands tightened around Kendra’s waist, and she sucked in a breath, bracing herself for take-off.
Rain galloped forward, her hooves clopping against the diamond ground as jewel trees whizzed past them, and then she was jumping. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. Her wings pumped up and down, carrying Hailey and Kendra into the sky. 
The sun was just starting to rise. The great glowing orb of light pushing above the horizon, painting the sky and sea a dusky pink. Hailey breathed in the sea-air, the salty tang waking up her senses and clearing her head. What was Rain flying her to see? If this did have something to do with the missing students, then maybe Rain was taking her to them. Maybe an invisible monster has kidnapped them and is keeping them on an island. If that’s true, then Rain better only do a flyover and take us straight back to the palace for backup, because I’m so not facing a monster on my own.
‘Rain said she’s taking us down,’ Kendra said about fifteen minutes later. 
‘Down?’ Hailey had been so busy thinking about how the teachers would fight a monster they couldn’t see that she hadn’t noticed the small island they were approaching. As far as Hailey could see, it was nothing special—just a bunch of sand with rocks spread about. There was no sign of the missing students, or of a monster guarding its prisoners. What could Rain possibly want to show her here? 
‘Hold on.’
Hailey’s grip tightened around Kendra’s waist as Rain dropped towards the island, descending lower and lower. The pegacorn touched down on the beach, sending sand puffing into the air from her galloping hooves. 
‘So what did you want to show me?’ Hailey asked, sliding from Rain’s back once the pegacorn had slowed to a stop. 
Rain whinnied. 
‘Uh oh.’ Kendra gulped. 
‘What?’
‘She said she’s been searching for the nereids because you wanted to know what they were up to. This is where they’ve been hiding.’
Ice water as cold as a glacier rushed through Hailey’s veins. Her eyes darted around, combing the island for Nemertes. But, by the luck of the Tyches, the nereids weren’t there. ‘We need to go before they show up.’
Rain snorted and shook her head.
‘She said this is what you wanted.’
‘Yes, it was,’ Hailey said quickly. ‘Thank you so much for finding them. But if they know we’re here, they’ll kill us. We need to go.’ Tingles exploded in Hailey’s fingertips.
‘Too late.’
Hailey whipped around. Nemertes and five other nereids glided from the sea, their shimmering blue dresses flowing behind them. They stopped a yard in front of Rain, Nemertes’s poisonous green eyes locking on to Hailey. It had been months since she’d last seen the nereid, and in that time Hailey had forgotten how truly terrifying she was.
A smile curved Nemertes’s lips, making her look like a Nemean lion who’d just returned home to find a tasty deer waiting in its den. ‘How kind of you to have travelled here. It will save me the trouble of hunting you down later.’
‘We’re sorry. We didn’t mean to come here.’ Kendra’s voice bordered on terror, and she didn’t even know the true extent of how evil the nereids were. ‘Rain brought us. We’ll go.’
‘No,’ Nemertes said before Kendra could move. ‘You’re not leaving.’ 
Hailey found her voice. ‘Amathia knows where we are,’ she lied.
Nemertes spat on the ground. ‘Do not mention that traitor’s name. And killing you will harm her, which is exactly what I want.’ She stepped towards them.
Rain neighed and smacked her hoof on the sand in warning.
‘She says don’t come any closer.’ Kendra backed up a step.
Nemertes smirked. ‘I’m not afraid of that thing. Sisters, you know what to do.’
Everything happened quickly from there. Two nereids shot forward with Hermes-like speed and grabbed Kendra. They dragged her behind Nemertes, while the other three formed a blockade in front of Rain.
Rain neighed and leapt into the air, flying over the line of nereids to get to Kendra.
That was all Hailey saw. 
Someone slammed into her chest, throwing her to the wet sand. Hailey blinked up at Nemertes. How had she moved so fast?

‘You should have remained at the palace. I’m curious to know what your plan was though. Did you intend to kill me? No, you don’t have the heart for that.’
Hailey swallowed down the fear rising in her throat. She would not die here. She would not let Nemertes win. ‘Where are the students? What are you doing with them?’
Nemertes cackled. ‘The students? You sound like Amathia. I have done nothing. As you can see for yourself, there are no students on this desolate island that my dear sister banished me to. Except for you. But you will not be here for long.’ 
Hailey kicked her leg out, smashing her foot into Nemertes’s knee. ‘AHHHH!’ the nereid screeched, stumbling back and thumping to the sand. 
Hailey leapt up. A circle of nereids had surrounded Kendra and Rain. Rain rose up on her hind legs, kicking her front legs in the air to scare away the nymphs. The nereids only tightened the circle. 
‘Leave them alone!’ Hailey shouted, moving to run towards Kendra, but something slammed into her back, knocking her down. She jabbed her elbow back and felt a satisfying crack as it hit flesh, and the heavy weight pinning her down lifted. 
Hailey scrambled to her knees, the sand cold and mushy against her skin. She stretched her arm out, her fingers pointed towards the sky, banishing away the pink and gold tones of the sunrise with blackness.
‘Your life is over!’ Nemertes was on her feet in front of Hailey, silver blood trickling from her nose. She lunged.
Thunder rumbled in the sky.
Nemertes knocked her backwards. The sea lapped around Hailey’s head as Nemertes latched her hands around Hailey’s throat. She kept her arm towards the sky, heat pouring from her fingertips towards the black cloud forming just above Nemertes. A few more seconds. That was all she needed, and then a streak of lightning would tear through the nymph. 
‘Save your strength. It’s too late for you.’ Nemertes grinned and yanked Hailey into the sea. One second the sky was above her, and the next she was halfway to the bottom of the sea, icy water encasing her. 
Nemertes floated in front of her, her dark wavy hair flowing around her in the water. ‘Poseidon will be most pleased I have dispatched of the only Zeus in the world.’ Her voice rang clear into the sea. ‘Farewell, human.’ Nemertes became a blur, shooting back up to the surface like a harpoon.
NO! Hailey wanted to scream. She would not die. Not today. But the surface looked miles away, and her lungs were already burning. You can do this. Swim! Hailey kicked her legs and clawed her way up, fighting to get to the surface before her lungs ran out of air. 
The cold drilled into her bones like needles of ice. 
You’re not in the middle of a freezing sea. You’re on a tropical beach with the sun beaming down on you. And you’re wearing a snowsuit. A nice warm snowsuit.
Cramps squeezed her legs and arms, and her lungs burned like fire. But the surface was still so far away.
You can make this. Just keep going.
Her lungs surrendered, forcing her to suck in the salty water as her head spun and her vision blurred. Kendra, where are you? was her last thought before everything went black.
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Amathia’s Secret
‘Please, Hailey, breathe. Please!’ 
Hailey was vaguely aware of someone speaking. But they sounded so far away. And she was tired. So tired. She didn’t want to open her eyes.
‘Hailey, you need to wake up.’
Something pushed against her chest. No, leave me alone. Lips pressed against hers, and the burning in her lungs eased a little.
‘Hailey, wake up!’
Something slammed into her chest this time, forcing her eyes open as she rolled over to cough up lungfuls of water.
‘Thank the Tyches you’re okay.’ A hand smacked against her back, forcing out the last of the water. 
Hailey sucked in air and rolled onto her back, her entire body shaking as cold burrowed into her bones. She expected to find Kendra staring down at her, but this person definitely wasn’t Kendra. Strawberry blonde hair fell to their waist, and flecks of gold gleamed in their blue eyes. Hailey frowned. She had to be hallucinating. ‘Pandora?’
Pandora nodded, and smiled as if she was relieved Hailey remembered her. ‘Yes, it’s me.’ 
Hailey blinked, expecting her face to change into someone else’s. Pandora was meant to be living in the real world, not in some… where am I? She glanced around the cavern of rock, where part of it had collapsed to allow in sunlight from the outside. She was in a cave. Well, Pandora definitely wasn’t meant to be living in a cave. But she was there, looking down at Hailey with a smile.
Hailey slowly sat up, her wet clothes clinging to her. ‘What-t ar-r-re you d-d-doing he-er-r-r-re?’ 
Pandora held out a vial with red liquid the colour of blood inside. ‘Drink this. It’s a warming potion.’
Hailey took the vial with a shaking hand and plucked out the cork lid before guzzling it down. The sweet earthy taste of roasted chestnuts swarmed her taste buds, and glorious warmth flowed through her body like a beaming sun, stilling her shivering muscles. ‘Thanks.’ She dropped the empty vial in her lap. ‘So why are you here?’ 
Pandora chewed her lip. ‘I’m not supposed to tell you that.’
‘Why?’
‘Amathia doesn’t want anyone to know.’
‘Amathia? Know what?’
Pandora hesitated. ‘Well, I guess it doesn’t matter anymore, since you now know that I’m not living with some family.’ She crossed her legs. ‘Okay, so, I did go and live with a family, for a little while. But I couldn’t stop thinking about you and everyone else back at the Academy. I knew Nemertes would be planning something else— banishment would only push her to try harder at killing everyone in the palace. So I wrote to Amathia and asked if I could come back to the Academy. I thought I could protect everyone if the nereids did try something.
‘Amathia said it wasn’t a good idea, and that I needed to learn to live for once. So I continued on with my life, and then, about a month later, she sent me a letter. She told me about how Nemertes had coerced sea-monsters to attack the palace. She said she couldn’t watch her sisters and run Poseidon’s Academy at the same time, and that if I still wanted to help I could. I agreed and met her by the sea. She brought me here, to this cave, and told me her sisters were living on this island. She wanted me to watch them, and tell her if they did anything suspicious. But she didn’t want anyone knowing about where I was, because she couldn’t risk the nereids finding out about me.’
Wow, talk about information overload. Pandora’s been here, spying on the nereids the entire time. Why didn’t Amathia just tell Hailey that? Especially after she’d admitted to how freaked out she was about the nereids being up to something. If Amathia had said Pandora was watching them, Hailey would have felt so much better. She wouldn’t have had to go venting to Rain, and then Rain wouldn’t have gone searching every night for the nereids… Rain! Kendra!
Hailey leapt to her feet, the empty potion vial landing on the sand. ‘I have to save Kendra and Rain.’
‘You can’t go out there.’ Pandora sprang up and grabbed Hailey’s arm before she could bolt from the cave. ‘We can’t risk them finding out about me hiding in here.’
‘They’ll kill Kendra.’
Pandora shook her head. ‘Kendra and Rain are fine. After Nemertes took you into the sea, the nereids let Kendra go. Rain took her back to the Academy, I assume to get Amathia. Here, I’ll show you.’
Pandora released Hailey and edged towards the cave’s entrance. She braced her back against the wall and peered out. Hailey did the same, on the other side of the wall, and saw the nereids laughing on the shore. Hailey couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she guessed they were probably bragging about killing her. There was no sign of Kendra or Rain.
‘Don’t they ever come in here?’ Hailey asked, moving away from the entrance.
‘No. They prefer to laze in the sun.’
‘And have you learned anything?’ Like if the nereids have been kidnapping students, or maybe that they plan to freeze everyone in the school.
Pandora shook her head. ‘I can’t hear them. My job is more to make sure they don’t go anywhere. So far they haven’t. They spend their time lying on the beach and swimming in the sea.’
Medusa, it sounds like they’re telling the truth about not being responsible for the missing students. So where are the students vanishing to? Who’s taking them? ‘Hang on, how did you save me?’
Pandora shifted nervously and fidgeted with a piece of her hair. ‘Oh, well, I was watching. I saw Nemertes use her powers to take you somewhere in the sea. I assumed it wouldn’t be far—just deep enough that you couldn’t swim up. So I jumped through there.’ She pointed a hand at the opening facing the sea. ‘By the time I found you and dragged you out of the water, you weren’t breathing, so I gave you CPR.’ She dropped her eyes to the ground, her shoulders slumping. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t save you sooner. I didn’t want to ruin my cover unless I had to. But I promise I would have if I’d needed to.’
‘It’s okay. I—’
‘Hailey.’ 
Hailey whipped around. ‘Amathia?’ She was climbing into the cave from the sea. 
‘Hailey, I’m so relieved to see you are unharmed,’ she said, straightening as she pulled herself into the cave. ‘I had hoped you would save her,’ she added to Pandora. ‘I apologise for not divulging the truth of where Pandora was to you. But this is the only way to ensure my sisters do not devise anything. I didn’t want to risk you coming to find Pandora, thinking you could help.’
‘I wouldn’t have done that,’ Hailey said, but deep down she knew she probably would have. 
‘It was a chance I couldn’t take. Now, I should get you back to Poseidon’s Academy. Kendra and Rain are both very worried about you.’
‘Thanks again, Pandora.’
‘Say hi to the others for me—if you’re allowed to tell them about me, that is,’ she added with an unsure look at Amathia.
‘I’m sure Hailey will inform them, regardless of what I say.’
Oh, she was definitely telling them.
‘I’ll be back to see my sisters. Nemertes will be suspicious if I do not come seeking retribution for her drowning one of my students.’ Amathia took Hailey’s hand. ‘Jump.’
The second Hailey hit the water, Amathia torpedoed through the sea, dragging Hailey with her. And then her head was breaking through the surface as everything stilled. She blinked up at the palace floating before her, feeling as if she’d just been flung across the sea. Travelling via nereid felt a lot like travelling via rainbow.
‘Please only inform Demi and the others of Pandora,’ Amathia said as Hailey climbed into the grounds, near the stable. ‘No one else can know.’ She vanished back into the water, blurring through it like a sea-monster zooming towards its prey. 
Hailey smirked as she imagined Amathia shooting out of the water to land on the beach. With any luck, she’d strangle Nemertes. 
‘Hailey!’
Hailey whirled around in time to see Kendra before she flung her arms around her. ‘I’m okay.’
Kendra pulled back, tears in her eyes. ‘I thought you were dead. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t see you in the water, and Rain isn’t exactly a sea-horse. I thought about jumping in, but I didn’t know where Nemertes took you, and I didn’t want to waste time. So I went to get Amathia. I’m sorry I left you.’
‘You did the right thing.’
Kendra wiped at her tears. ‘But I don’t understand what happened. Why did Nemertes try to kill you? Why did the other nereids let me and Rain go?’
Because for two years in a row I have ruined their plans to kill everyone in the palace and resurrect the gods. Hailey shrugged. ‘I guess it’s because of the prophecy,’ she said, not exactly lying. ‘They think the gods will return, and I’m a Zeus, so they don’t want me around in case I suddenly manifest the power to shoot lightning.’
‘But the gods are dead.’
A loud neigh shot Hailey’s eyes to the open stable doors. ‘I better see Rain.’ A trail of water followed Hailey as she walked towards the stable. The warming potion pulsing through her blood kept her from even thinking about the cold damp clothes clinging to her skin. 
Bang. Bang. Bang. Rain’s hooves slammed against her stall’s gate, the pegacorn trying to escape. 
‘It’s okay. I’m here,’ Hailey said, throwing the gate open and hugging her arms around Rain’s neck.
Rain licked the side of her face, her tongue warm against Hailey’s skin. 
‘She said she’s so sorry.’ Kendra lingered behind her. ‘She thought she was helping you by finding the nereids. She didn’t know they would hurt you—hurt us.’ 
Hailey stared into Rain’s gold eyes. ‘It wasn’t your fault. You did help me. Now I know they’re not up to anything. So thank you.’
Rain whinnied.
Hailey scratched her behind the ears. ‘Please don’t go after them again though.’
Rain snorted and nodded.
***
‘I’m going to kill her!’ Demi declared, leaping up from her bed. 
‘Whoa, wait.’ Aaron grabbed Demi’s arm; he was sitting on the bed beside her. 
Hailey was on her own bed with Alec, and had just finished telling them about Nemertes dragging her into the sea.
Demi yanked her arm free. ‘So you’re okay with Nemertes almost killing Hailey?’
‘Of course not,’ Aaron said. ‘I want to hunt her down, too, and use her as bait to catch a kraken, but charging into battle without a plan only leads to failure.’
‘And the nereids will kill us if we go near them—like they tried to do last year when they chased us into a maze.’ Alec shivered.
‘Fine.’ Demi dropped back onto the bed and crossed her arms. ‘How’d you get away? I hope you kicked Nemertes in the face.’
Hailey smirked. ‘I wish. No, um… Pandora actually saved me.’
Demi’s jaw dropped. ‘As in Hope?’
‘Yeah. She’s been spying for Amathia. Keeping an eye on the nereids to make sure they don’t get up to anything.’
Alec scratched his head and frowned. ‘Why didn’t Amathia tell us?’
‘She didn’t want to risk us going after Pandora to find out what she knew,’ Hailey explained.
‘And,’ Aaron prompted, ‘what has she learned? Does she know where the missing students are?’
Hailey shook her head. ‘They didn’t have anything to do with that. Pandora said they haven’t left the island.’
‘So they really are missing,’ Aaron said. ‘Where could they be? I wonder if Amathia has blueprints of the palace that I could look at, and if she’d let me organise a search and rescue mission,’ he mused. 
‘I can’t believe Pandora has been living on an island this whole time and never told us,’ Demi said, sounding offended. ‘Can we visit?’
‘No,’ Hailey told her. ‘The nereids can’t know she’s there.’
‘But didn’t they work that out when Pandora saved you?’ Aaron asked.
‘They didn’t see her save me. As far as the nereids know, I’m dead.’
‘I guess that’s a good thing.’ Demi grinned. ‘Can you imagine what Nemertes’s face will look like when she finds out you’re alive? I hope I’m there.’
‘I hope I never have to see Nemertes again,’ Hailey declared. 
A knock at the door had Hailey frowning. It was 7am, who would want to see them this early? ‘Come in.’
Amathia glided into the dorm.
Alec’s eyes widened and he leapt off the bed, staring at Amathia like she was a hydra who’d just slithered in. ‘We were… we were… just… um… helping. We…’
‘It’s all right,’ Amathia said. ‘I will pretend I didn’t discover you and Aaron in the girls’ dormitories. I thought I would find you all here anyway… I wanted to ensure that Hailey was all right.’
Hailey nodded. ‘I feel fine.’
‘Good. As far as my sisters are aware, you’re dead.’
‘And they don’t know anything about Pandora?’ Hailey asked. 
‘No, and I would like it to remain that way, so I implore all of you not to seek her out.’
‘We won’t blow her cover,’ Aaron promised.
‘Can we at least send her letters?’ Demi asked.
Amathia hesitated. ‘I suppose—but no travelling stamps. If you give me the letters, I will deliver them.’
‘Awesome.’ Demi clapped her hands together. ‘So did you beat Nemertes up for killing Hailey?’
Amathia smirked. ‘No, I did not. I did, however, make it very clear that if she ever harms another student or comes near the palace again, I will send her and my other sisters to the Underworld to rot.’
Aaron cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why can’t we put them down there now? I think they’ve broken enough laws to be imprisoned.’
‘Because they would die.’ Amathia sighed as though she had the weight of the sea on her shoulders. ‘They may be misguided, but they are still my sisters. As long as they are not conniving any plans, I am happy for them to stay banished.’
Misguided? The nereids had used Hailey and her friends to wake up Hades and Persephone, and they’d tried to wipe out the entire school with a plague. They were clearly psychotic. Hailey didn’t bother saying that to Amathia. The nereids are her family, and that little fact seems to be blinding her to how truly poisonous they are. Instead she said, ‘So if the nereids didn’t take the missing students, then what happened to them?’
‘I’m still trying to work that out.’ 
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Trapped
Hailey paced back and forth between her desk and chest of drawers. A week had passed since Nemertes had tried to drown her, and in that week five more students had vanished. Where are they going? If the nereids aren’t behind this then what is happening to the students? Maybe there really is an invisible monster roaming the school. It doesn’t make any sense. 
Hailey had sent Amathia a letter this morning asking if she was any closer to finding Lacey and the others. 
‘Are you okay?’
Hailey stopped in front of her chest of drawers and faced Demi. She was standing beside her bed, braiding her hair. ‘I can’t stop thinking about those missing students.’
‘I told you, there’s a room sucking them up.’
‘Well, if it is, I hope it’s stocked with food and water.’ She couldn’t even think about the possibility of Lacey or the others being dead. Hailey glanced back at her desk to see if a letter had appeared. She sighed when she saw nothing but her textbooks.
‘I’m meeting Brax,’ Demi said, checking herself out in the mirror above her chest of drawers. ‘I’ll be in the grounds if you need anything.’
‘Have fun,’ Hailey said absentmindedly, resuming her pacing once Demi had left. She couldn’t just sit around doing nothing, and she was still worried about the nereids freezing them to death, like they had in the parallel world. 
Just because the nereids haven’t left the island doesn’t mean they aren’t planning another attack. Amathia can’t keep acting like everything is fine and will work out—which is exactly what every other student is doing. Everyone is acting like things are normal and that students aren’t disappearing one by one.

Well Hailey wasn’t like them. An image of being locked in a dark room where her worst fears had come to life popped into her mind. She’d screamed for help, feeling like she’d be trapped in that darkness forever. Is that how the missing students feel right now? Like they’ll be trapped forever? She wouldn’t let anyone else suffer through something like that, not if she could help it. 
Hailey glanced at her desk again. Argh, still nothing. That’s it. She needed to do something. Amathia had mentioned teachers doing research in the library, so that was exactly where she was heading.
Hailey was making her way down the hallway that led to the library when she suddenly stopped. I shouldn’t be here. The rules were pretty strict about never going anywhere alone. And here she was, standing in a hallway by herself. Was there a monster watching her right now? She whipped around, half-expecting to see something. But she was alone. But if it is an invisible monster, I wouldn’t be able to see it. ‘Hello?’ Hailey called out. Silence greeted her. 
Stop freaking out and keep going. Hailey pushed down her fear and continued to the library, breathing a tiny sigh of relief when she made it without a monster attacking her, or a vortex sucking her up, or a magical room entrapping her. Told you you were being ridiculous. Now focus. 
The library was busy, with students spread about at the tables or searching through the bookcases—a few were even riding the bubbles to get to the higher shelves. 
Hailey’s footsteps echoed as she walked down the aisle between the two rows of tables, her eyes searching for a teacher. She ran up to Madam Grayson when she spotted her sitting alone at the last table on the right, surrounded by stacks of ancient tomes that looked old enough to have been written by Athena, the goddess of wisdom. ‘Madam Grayson.’
Madam Grayson pressed her index finger to a paragraph in the book she was reading, before glancing up. ‘Yes, Hailey?’
Hailey slipped into the seat across from her overseer, shifting a stack of books with leather covers so she could see her. ‘I wanted to know if you’d found anything out about changing the palace’s Goldarin commands.’
Madam Grayson raised an eyebrow. ‘How do you—’
‘Amathia told me. So… have you found anything?’
‘If I had, I wouldn’t still be here reading books,’ she replied. ‘I don’t think it’s possible. At least not in this world. The palace in that other world must have been designed differently.’
‘I hope you’re right.’ Hailey tapped a finger on the desk. ‘I don’t suppose you came across anything that explains why students might randomly start disappearing?’
‘Unfortunately not.’ Madam Grayson gazed around, searching for something. ‘Hailey, did you come here alone?’
‘I… uh…’
‘I came with her.’
Hailey swivelled around, something in her stomach fluttering when she saw Brennan behind her. 
‘Did you?’ Madam Grayson pressed.
‘Yes, I was just getting a book.’ Brennan held up a book with the title Helping the Dead Cross Over printed on its black cover. 
‘Is that right, Hailey?’
‘Yes, Brennan came with me. I didn’t break any rules.’ She hated lying, but she’d hate getting another detention even more. 
‘Well you should go now—this is a quiet zone after all.’
‘Thanks. Sorry I bothered you.’ Hailey followed Brennan back down the rows of tables. ‘Why did you do that?’ she asked quietly when they were far enough away from Madam Grayson. 
Brennan shrugged. ‘I didn’t want you to get into trouble.’
‘Shh,’ someone hissed.
They continued in silence, walking past students hunched over books. ‘Thank you,’ Hailey said as they stopped outside the library doors. ‘You saved me from detention.’
Brennan shrugged again. ‘That’s okay. You really shouldn’t be walking around alone though. I’d hate it if you went missing. I mean… well, I know you. So technically I’d hate it if anyone I knew went missing.’
‘Yeah, it was stupid. I wasn’t thinking… Um, Madam Grayson might change her mind about detention if she finds out you took that,’ Hailey said, nudging her head to the book in Brennan’s hand. 
‘Whoops. I forgot I was holding it.’ His cheeks flushed a little. ‘Wait here and I’ll be right back to take you to the common room.’
That eerie feeling crept back over Hailey when Brennan disappeared into the library—like something was watching her. She clutched her heart pendant. It wasn’t as if she was technically alone right now. There was a library full of people behind her; if she screamed, they’d hear her. But what if I don’t have time to scream?

‘Ready?’
Hailey gasped and jumped, her hand flying to her racing heart. ‘Sorry. I’m a little jumpy.’
‘I won’t let anything happen to you. Promise.’ He held out his hand.
That fluttery feeling returned to Hailey’s stomach when she clasped her fingers with his, and then tingles washed over her body as the hallway disappeared.
‘Don’t go wandering off alone again,’ Brennan pleaded as they reappeared in the common room. ‘I’m happy to take you anywhere you want to go.’
‘I—’ 
‘Hailey, there you are,’ Jayden came rushing up to her.
‘What’s wrong?’ Hailey asked as Brennan scurried off towards the boys’ dormitories. 
‘It’s Demi.’
She gulped, not sure she wanted to know the answer to the question she was about to ask. ‘She’s not missing, is she?’
‘No,’ Jayden said quickly. ‘But about ten minutes ago she came running through here crying. She went into the girls’ dorms, so I haven’t been able to go and see if she’s okay. I think maybe Brax broke up with her.’
‘Oh.’ Hailey’s entire body relaxed. Her best friend was heart-broken not missing; she could deal with that. ‘I’ll check on her. Thanks.’
Hailey walked into her dorm to find Demi hugging a pillow on her bed and crying. 
Demi glanced up when she heard the door close behind Hailey. ‘Hailey!’ She leapt up and wrapped her arms around her. ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ she said through tears.
Hailey hugged Demi back. ‘He’s an idiot, Demi. You don’t need him. You can do so much better.’
Demi pulled out of the hug, strands of her wavy hair clinging to her tear-streaked face. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘Brax broke up with you, didn’t he?’
Demi wiped the back of her hand across her nose and sniffed. ‘No. He’s missing.’
Hailey blinked. ‘Missing?’
‘He’s vanished, like the other students. No one has seen him since last night. His dorm mate is missing too. Amathia thinks they broke curfew to go to the main hall for a snack last night, and whatever happened to the other students happened to them too.’ Tears welled in her eyes again. ‘What if it was a monster? What if he’s dead?’
Hailey dropped down onto Demi’s bed with her. ‘It’s not a monster. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s fine.’ 
Demi grabbed a tissue from her clamshell nightstand and blew her nose before tossing the tissue to the floor; it disappeared a few heartbeats later. ‘I hope so. I think I might actually love him.’
Hailey wrapped an arm around her best friend’s shoulders. ‘Amathia will find him.’ Hailey’s mind spun. How are another two students missing? More terror started to creep into her, like worms burrowing through her flesh. If students could vanish doing something as simple as getting a snack, then who’s to say Hailey couldn’t vanish walking to the bathroom? She began to realise just how stupid she’d been going with Kendra to the stable… and then to the library on her own. 
‘Everyone come to the common room now,’ someone called from the hallway.
Demi sprang up. ‘Maybe they’ve found the missing students.’
She bolted into the hallway before Hailey could even stand up. ‘Demi, wait,’ Hailey called, joining the throng of girls filing into the common room, where Madam Grayson was standing in front of the fireplace, the blue flames crackling behind her. 
‘Madam Grayson, have they found Brax?’ Demi asked, stopping in front of their overseer. 
‘I’m sorry, Demi, Amathia hasn’t found any of the missing students yet.’
If this wasn’t about the missing students, then maybe Madam Grayson had found something in one of the library books—something that could protect them all from the nereids, or from whatever was kidnapping students. Maybe it’s a spell that requires everyone in the palace to chant it. 
‘What’s happening?’ Aaron asked, pushing through the crowd with Alec. 
‘Have they found out why students are disappearing?’ Alec pressed. ‘Is it an invisible monster? Or a black hole that keeps opening and closing? Or a—’
‘They’re still missing,’ Demi interrupted, fresh tears pooling in her eyes.
‘What’s the matter, Demi?’ Aaron asked.
Demi sniffed. ‘It’s Brax.’
‘I’ll kill him.’ Aaron clenched his hand into a fist. ‘Where is he?’
‘He’s missing,’ Hailey said quickly. 
‘Oh.’ He uncurled his hand. ‘I’m sorry, Demi. I—’
‘Quiet down, please,’ Madam Grayson called out. ‘Amathia has just informed me that two more students have gone missing. I said quiet,’ she snapped when murmuring started. ‘That means ten students have now disappeared. Despite Amathia’s best efforts, she has been unable to locate them and fears Poseidon’s Academy is no longer safe. She has decided to close down the school until she can locate the missing students.’
The common room erupted in gasps, and a few students cried out, ‘NO!’
‘Amathia has already sent word to your parents and guardians that you will be returning. Please pack your suitcases and be back here in twenty minutes.’
Panicked chatter filled the common room.
‘No, this can’t be happening. I can’t leave.’ Demi shook her head. ‘Brax is here somewhere. I need to find him.’
‘You might go missing too,’ Alec countered.
‘I said pack your bags,’ Madam Grayson called over the din with a firm voice.
‘Meet you back here,’ Aaron said before following Alec to their dormitories. 
‘I can’t leave,’ Demi protested, letting Hailey lead her into the girls’ dorms.
‘There’s nothing you can do if you stay,’ Hailey argued. 
‘I feel like I’m abandoning him.’
‘You’re not,’ Hailey said. ‘And even if we could stay, Amathia wouldn’t let you wander around the palace.’
‘I guess not, but it doesn’t feel right.’
Hailey pushed open their dorm door. Would this be the last time she saw her dorm? Did Amathia sending everyone home mean she was giving up? What was Hailey supposed to do at home? She wanted to stay. To be involved. But students not being at the palace meant the teachers would have more time to look for everyone who’d gone missing. They’d be able to find them faster. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Demi asked Hailey. ‘You want to stay, too, don’t you? We should hide.’
Hailey shook her head. ‘No, we need to go. I was just hoping this wasn’t the last time I’d see our dorm.’ Without classes to teach and students to watch, the teachers will probably find the missing students in a day or two, and the palace will be reopened by the end of the week. ‘Come on. Let’s pack.’ She pulled her blue suitcase out from under her bed and started emptying her drawers into it. She paused when a silk pouch fell out of her bottom drawer. ‘What’s this?’ Hailey picked it up and peered inside at a gold seed shaped like a bean. 
Demi wandered over from her own suitcase packing. ‘What is it?’ 
‘The seed you stole from the griffin’s nest back in first year.’
‘I forgot about that.’ Demi plucked it from the pouch, pinching it between her fingers. ‘There were two seeds. The second one disappeared when I tried to grow it in the grounds. What should we do with this one?’
Hailey shrugged. ‘Maybe leave it here. It’s not like we know what it’s for.’
‘That’s a pretty seed.’ Cady was standing in the doorframe, her suitcase beside her. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to spy on you. I was just walking past and saw you looking at it. Where did you get it?’
‘We found it,’ Hailey said, not sure how much Jayden had told Cady about the night they’d been trapped on an island and left to fend for themselves in a forest. 
‘What does it grow?’ 
‘No idea.’ Demi dropped the seed back into the pouch. ‘Did you need something?’
Cady shook her head. ‘Sorry, I’m on my way to find Jayden.’
Ten minutes later, Hailey and Demi were all packed. Hailey glanced back at their dorm, now a mess of empty drawers and strewn paper. Despite everything she’d been through at the Academy—attacked by monsters, exposed to a killer plague, and almost drowning a hundred times—this place was her home.
‘We will see it again, Hailey,’ Demi said. ‘Because if we don’t, that means Amathia never finds the missing students, and I can’t live with the thought of never seeing Brax again.’
‘You’re right. This is just like taking an early holiday.’
They followed the other girls to the common room, and regrouped by the fireplace with Alec and Aaron.
‘I can’t believe I have to go back to a normal school,’ Alec whined. ‘I’ll learn so much less than I did here—and I’ll struggle to get into university, and then I’ll probably end up jobless living on the streets.’ 
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Hailey said. ‘We won’t be gone for long—maybe only a week.’
‘Maybe not even that long.’ Aaron nudged his head towards the stairs.
Madam Grayson had just come up them, and her hands were empty. Where’s the chest of travelling necklaces?
‘Third years, listen up,’ she called over the noisy common room. ‘I’m not sure how to tell you this, but I need everyone to stay calm.’ Madam Grayson hesitated. ‘Um, I’m just going to come out and say it… The travelling necklaces are missing, which means everyone will have to remain in the palace for the time being.’
Cheering erupted, drowning out the gasps of the few students who had been eager to go home.
Hailey would have cheered, too, about getting to stay in the palace, but a feeling of dread coiled in her stomach. 
‘I can’t believe this,’ Madam Grayson’s shocked voice silenced the celebrating students. ‘I tell you that we’re trapped in a palace where students are vanishing without a trace and you’re happy about it.’ She shook her head. ‘I suppose it’s better than you running around in a panic. Well, before you get too excited, Amathia has issued three new rules. One… no one is allowed to leave their common room, unless it is to go to the main hall or classes. Two… any student leaving their common room must either be accompanied by a teacher or at least four other students. Three… curfew is now at 7pm, so there will be absolutely no wandering around the palace after this time. If anyone is caught breaking any of these rules, they will receive detention.’
‘This is good,’ Demi said when Madam Grayson descended back down the stairs, no doubt heading to regroup with the other teachers. 
‘Good?’ Alec gawked. ‘We’re trapped in a palace that students are disappearing from. How is that good?’
‘Because now we don’t have to go to some normal school and never see Poseidon’s Academy again. And I’ll know straight away if they find Brax,’ Demi explained.
‘I’m a little glad too,’ Hailey admitted. Yes, it was freaky that she was now trapped in the palace, but she didn’t want to go to school anywhere else. And she didn’t want to abandon Lacey and the other missing students. 
Alec shook his head. ‘You’re both crazy.’ He turned to Aaron. ‘Please tell me you’re not happy about this.’
‘I’m not sure what I am. But I think we can scratch out a vortex sucking people up from the list of things making students disappear—or a magical room,’ he added to Demi.
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why’s that?’
‘Because only a person could take the travelling necklaces. Which means there is someone in this palace who doesn’t want us to get out.’
A shiver ran down Hailey’s spine. Aaron’s right; the travelling necklaces didn’t just vanish. Someone took them.

‘Who would want to trap us here?’ Alec’s face was growing paler by the second. ‘The nereids are gone.’
‘Are we back to my theory of an invisible monster?’ Demi asked. ‘A smart one who knew about the travelling necklaces?’
‘I don’t know.’ Aaron’s gaze combed over the students, searching for the lycaon in human form hiding among them. ‘But we’re definitely all in danger.’
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Sneaking Around
‘Uh oh,’ Demi said when her and Hailey dragged their suitcases back into their dorm.
‘What?’
Demi plucked a letter from her desk. ‘I think Amathia told our parents that she’s not sending us home now.’
‘Oh.’ Hailey cringed when she saw the letter sitting on her own desk. ‘Let’s get it over with.’ She grabbed her letter and dropped onto her scallop-shell chair to read it.
Hailey,
I’m freaking out! Amathia told me she was sending everyone home because students have been vanishing and she doesn’t know why—as if that wasn’t enough to give me a heart attack. And then I’m waiting for you to come home and I get another letter that tells me the travelling necklaces have been misplaced. Who misplaces travelling necklaces?!
I’m on the verge of renting a Poseidon suit so I can go diving to search for the palace. I should never have let you go back to Poseidon’s Academy. Any school that doesn’t stay in the same place so that parents know where their children are at all times should not be allowed! Once I have you back home, I’m never sending you to that palace again! Never!! I think I might even homeschool you.
Write me back as soon as you get this letter. Or ever better, come home!
Love Mum
The letter was worse than Hailey expected. It sounded as though her mum was serious this time about pulling her out of the Academy. Well, she’d just have to convince her otherwise. Hailey grabbed her stationary kit and started writing back.
Mum,
You have to stop freaking out. Everything is okay. I’m safe, and my friends are too. The teachers have only misplaced the necklaces. I’m sure they’ll find them soon and send us all back home. But in the meantime, the teachers are watching us, so you don’t have to worry about me vanishing. 
I’m perfectly safe here, trust me!
Please don’t rent a Poseidon suit, or travel to every beach hoping to catch a glimpse of the palace, because that’s just crazy. I’ll write you every hour if you want so that you know I’m okay.
I love you, Mum. 
xx Hailey
‘Parents freak out way too easily,’ Demi remarked as Hailey pressed a stamp to her envelope.
‘I know. My mum said she’s never letting me come back here.’
‘Mine too.’ Demi’s eyes shifted to Hailey’s desk. ‘Your mum writes back fast.’
Hailey turned back and saw the new letter resting beside her stack of textbooks. But it wasn’t addressed in her mum’s handwriting. It was Pandora’s. A jolt of excitement shot through her and she tore it open, expecting to read that the nereids had left the island and returned with chests of travelling necklaces—and the missing students. 
Hi, Hailey
I hope you’ve recovered okay from almost drowning. I wish I could come and visit you and the others. Amathia just came to visit me and told me about the travelling necklaces disappearing. She thought maybe her sisters had taken them. But they haven’t left. I hope you’re okay. Please be careful. I’d hate it if you, Demi, Alec, or Aaron vanished.
Pandora
The letter slipped from Hailey’s hands to the desk.
‘What is it?’ Demi came to her side. ‘I won’t let your mum make you go to an ordinary school.’
‘No, that’s not it. The letter was from Pandora. She said the nereids had absolutely nothing to do with the travelling necklaces. I’m starting to think that maybe they really aren’t involved.’
Demi put a hand on Hailey’s shoulder. ‘I wish it had been them too. It would have meant they were responsible for taking Brax and the other missing students, so we would have at least known who to go after.’ 
‘But who else would want to kidnap students and trap us here? Nothing makes sense, Demi.’
Demi leaned against Hailey’s desk. ‘I haven’t given up on my magical room theory.’
‘A magical room wouldn’t have taken the necklaces.’
‘No,’ Demi agreed. ‘But students who didn’t want to get shipped back home to attend boring schools could have. Tartarus, if I’d thought of it first, I would have stolen the necklaces.’ 
Hailey thought about it for a second and had to agree it made a lot of sense. She couldn’t imagine anyone in the palace wanting to hurt anyone—at least not to the level of kidnapping. But she could definitely imagine a few students not wanting to be sent back home. ‘You’re right, I bet that’s what happened.’ It wasn’t as good as having a definite answer, but it was better than thinking someone living in the palace was hunting them down one by one.
***
Hailey was back in the maze—the one she’d almost died in last year when she, Alec, and Aaron had been running from the nereids. She steered through the hallways, her right hand gliding along the rough coral wall, and paused when she came to a room covered in seaweed. She remembered it wriggling to life last year and trying to strangle her. Why am I back here? I don’t want to be here. 
‘You cannot hide. We will find you.’ Nemertes’s voice taunted from somewhere.
Hailey would rather be strangled by the seaweed than by Nemertes. She bolted through the room, keeping her eyes fixed on the exit ahead. The seaweed wriggled to life, slithering towards her like a nest of snakes. Hailey leapt through the archway, and the seaweed froze, falling limp the moment she was outside the room. ‘I need to get out of here.’
Hailey closed her eyes and tried to remember the path she’d taken last year. Had she gone left or right? What had Alec’s hand rule been? Keep your right palm on the left wall? On the right wall? She shook her head. She couldn’t remember. 
‘You do not have long now, human.’ Nemertes’s voice was closer now. ‘She is coming for you. You cannot hide.’
Who was “she”? Hailey wasn’t sticking around to find out. She turned left and ended up in another room. This one had a tree as big as an oak growing in it. It reminded Hailey of the tree in Alec’s library, but instead of wood, this one was made of gold. Hailey drifted towards it, touching one of its leaves to see if it was solid gold.
‘Ow,’ she yelped, leaping back as gold seeds poured from the tree like rain and pelted her head. 
CRACK! The tree split right down the middle, both halves of it falling towards the floor as a beanstalk shot up from the tree’s roots. The stalk blasted through the ceiling like a drill, sending chunks of crystal raining down. 
‘No! No! Not this again!’ Hailey cried, jumping out of the way of the crumbling ceiling. 
‘You found it. You found the way to the gods.’ 
Hailey whipped her head around. Nemertes lurked behind her. ‘What are you talking about?’
Nemertes cackled and pointed up. ‘Too late.’ 
Hailey’s gaze shot up in time to see the ceiling splinter into a million pieces.
She sucked in a breath and shot up in bed. It was just a dream. Just a stupid dream. She wasn’t in the maze. Seaweed wasn’t trying to choke her to death. The ceiling wasn’t falling on her. She ripped the tangled sheets off her, dumping them on the floor before climbing out of bed. She needed to get out of this dorm. To clear her head of this stupid nightmare. Outside the sun was only just starting to rise, which meant students wouldn’t be rolling out of bed for a couple more hours. Hailey couldn’t stay here though. Not when her heart was still pounding and her mind kept flashing to the gods being alive. Maybe there’d be four students in the common room who wanted to go for a walk with her. 
Hailey pulled on some clothes and slipped into the deserted hallway, wandering down to the common room. ‘Medusa,’ she cursed when she found it empty. She plunked down in front of the fire, watching the blue flames crackle. Why was she plagued with nightmares? It was bad enough that she was trapped in a palace with something taking students, but now she had to keep having dreams about the nereids and a giant beanstalk. What’s the deal with the beanstalk anyway? It’s so ridiculously stupid. As if a beanstalk can be the gateway to Olympus. And why am I dreaming about Olympus? Are the gods up there, sleeping like Hades and Persephone
had been, waiting for someone to awaken them so they can unleash their wrath?
She shuddered. ‘I can’t stand this.’ 
Hailey jumped up. She needed to do something. The stable seemed like the smartest place to go. She wouldn’t stay there long either. She’d have a quick ten-minute chat with Rain, and then she’d come straight back. No one would ever know she’d left. Unless she disappeared like the other students. ‘It’s worth the risk,’ she decided, not being able to stand sitting here with her thoughts another second. 
Hailey was heading towards the two hallways outside Amathia’s classroom when she heard voices coming down the right hallway—the one that led to the stable. She leapt into the other hallway and pressed her back against the wall, praying to the Tyches that whoever was coming wouldn’t come towards her.
‘Let’s hope someone else had more luck finding the travelling necklaces than we did,’ Master Anderson’s voice said. ‘They’ve got to be in the palace somewhere. They can’t have just disappeared.’
‘Maybe they did—they are dematerialising necklaces after all.’ Hailey recognised Sir Bliss’s voice, followed by a chuckle.
‘Very funny, Rowan,’ Master Anderson said, not sounding the least bit amused. ‘Let’s see if anyone else is back.’
Hailey sucked in a breath and pressed herself tighter against the wall as Master Anderson and Sir Bliss walked past the hallway she was hiding in. Her entire body relaxed the moment they disappeared into Amathia’s classroom. 
That was way too close. Why did I come down here?
Stupid. She needed to get back upstairs before a teacher caught her. Hailey moved to push away from the wall, at the same time she heard Sir Bliss say, ‘I hope none of the other teachers have disappeared. Do you think that’s possible? That whatever took the students would come after us too?’
They’re coming out! 
Hailey slammed herself back against the wall as Master Anderson and Sir Bliss left the classroom. She tensed, waiting for them to turn and spot her, but instead they turned right, probably about to head back to the entryway. 
Just keep walking. Don’t turn around. Please. 
‘Hailey?’
Hailey’s head snapped to the left; she cringed when she spotted Madam Norwood coming down the hallway. Busted.
‘Hailey, what are you doing down here?’ Madam Norwood demanded.
‘Were you there the whole time?’ Sir Bliss asked, having turned around with Master Anderson. ‘I can’t believe we never saw you. Very good hiding.’
‘Hailey, I’m waiting,’ Madam Norwood snapped.
Hailey gulped and pushed away from the wall. ‘I… um.’ What excuse was there for her being there? ‘I’m sorry. I needed to clear my head, but nobody else was awake. I thought it would be okay because I was only going to be alone for a little while.’
‘Needing to clear your head is not a valid reason for you risking your life,’ Madam Norwood retorted. ‘Do you think you’re immune from whatever has happened to the missing students?’
Hailey dropped her head. ‘No. But I thought—’
‘You didn’t think,’ Madam Norwood cut her off. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Hailey said again, wishing she’d never stepped foot out of her dorm.
‘Well, you can be sorry in detention this afternoon, and every afternoon from now on.’ She shifted her censorious gaze to Master Anderson and Sir Bliss. ‘Amathia asked me to retrieve a potion, so I don’t have time to escort Hailey back to her common room. Could one of you?’
‘I will,’ Sir Bliss offered.
‘Thank you,’ Madam Norwood said before focusing back on Hailey. ‘Meet me in the Powers classroom for detention after your last class.’
‘Yes, Madam Norwood.’ Hailey dreaded to think of what horrible task she had in mind—scraping out fish eyeballs from cauldrons?

‘I’m going to check on where the other teachers are,’ Master Anderson said as Madam Norwood walked away. ‘The next time you think it’s a good idea to walk around the palace alone, Hailey, remember that it’s a dumb idea and don’t do it.’ He marched down the right hallway. 
‘Well, that was a little over the top, if I do say so myself,’ Sir Bliss said. ‘They were rather tough on you.’ He gave Hailey a sympathetic look. ‘Although it really is dangerous to be walking around by yourself, especially in the forbidden parts of the palace, which is where I assume you were heading?’
‘I wanted to visit the stable,’ Hailey admitted sheepishly.
‘Ah, yes, that is a nice place to clear your head. Come on, let’s get you back to your common room.’
Hailey started back down the maze of hallways with her teacher, grateful Sir Bliss was taking her and not Madam Norwood. She probably would have spent the whole time yelling at Hailey. 
‘It’s a bit scary all these disappearances,’ Sir Bliss remarked as they walked. ‘I think there’s a secret wall somewhere, but it’s not really a wall—it’s a hologram. And when students have gone to lean against it, they’ve fallen into a room. I haven’t found anything like that yet though. Amathia doesn’t think it’s likely, but people can’t just disappear into thin air. Do you have any theories?’
Hailey shrugged as they turned down another hallway, walking past the jewel and shell-encrusted crystal walls. ‘Demi thinks there’s a room tricking people into walking into it, or an invisible monster roaming about.’
Sir Bliss chuckled. ‘An invisible monster, that is quite a stretch. But I suppose we can’t disregard any theories.’ Sir Bliss stopped suddenly.
‘What’s wrong?’ The hairs on Hailey’s arms stood on end. Did he sense something… like an invisible monster?
‘I didn’t notice it before.’ He crouched down and pointed to what looked like chalk dust on the middle of the floor. It was almost impossible to see against the pearls, but the white powder had a slight shimmer to it.
Hailey squinted at it. ‘What is it?’ 
‘I have no idea.’ Sir Bliss touched the powder, rubbing it between his fingers. He stiffened. 
‘Sir Bliss, are you okay?’ 
His eyes were as wide as giant pearls.
‘Sir Bliss?’ She shook his shoulder. 
Her teacher’s breath came out in a rush. ‘Stetho. It’s something about Stetho.’
‘Stetho? What are you talking about? Who’s Stetho?’
Sir Bliss blinked. ‘I don’t know. I just had a vision about Amathia saying Stetho needed to be found. I have to tell her. It could be important.’ He straightened and then looked at Hailey. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I have to take you back first.’
‘No.’
‘You can’t go by yourself.’
‘Take me with you. This name could be what Amathia needs to know to find the students. You can’t waste time taking me back to my common room.’
Sir Bliss hesitated. ‘Oh, all right. I don’t see the harm in you coming.’
Hailey held back a smile as she bustled back down the hallways with Sir Bliss. This could be it. This could be the puzzle piece Amathia needs to solve everything. But what does it mean? Who’s Stetho? She’d never heard the name before. As far as she was aware, there weren’t any students with that name at the Academy. Maybe they don’t go here. Maybe they’re in the outside world and have some special power they can use to locate the missing students. But what does that have to do with the white powder in the hallway?
Hailey was still thinking of theories when Sir Bliss stopped outside the nereids’ room. Pearl and seashell-encrusted mirrors lined the crystal walls, each of them hanging above a clamshell sink. In the middle of the room stood a glass statue of Poseidon, surrounded by four white chaise lounges. Amathia sat on one of them, staring up at the statue, thoughtful, as if trying to read the dead god’s mind.
Hailey followed Sir Bliss inside, her eyes darting to the painting on the centre wall, where Poseidon stood on a rock in the sea, with twenty-three nereids gazing up at him in adoration. Behind it was a secret passageway that led to that awful maze Hailey had had her nightmare about.
Amathia straightened from the chaise. ‘Rowan, why have you brought Hailey here?’
‘There wasn’t time to take her back to her common room.’
‘Hailey, were you wandering around the palace alone?’
Hailey sighed. How many more teachers were planning to yell at her this morning? ‘Yes, but Madam Norwood has already given me detention for it. You need to hear what Sir Bliss has to say.’
‘I had a vision where you said the name Stetho. You needed to find Stetho.’
Amathia’s turquoise eyes widened. ‘Are you sure?’
Sir Bliss nodded. ‘Yes. It happened when I touched a white powder on the floor. I don’t know what it was.’
‘White powder?’ Amathia paled, as if they’d just told her they’d found a pile of bones. ‘I checked though. I never thought…’ She trailed off, seeming to remember Hailey was there. The fear creasing Amathia’s face disappeared in the blink of an eye. ‘This is very helpful, Rowan. Thank you.’ 
‘Who’s Stetho?’ Hailey asked.
‘That is a long story, and there is not time to tell it,’ Amathia said. ‘Rowan, please escort Hailey back to her common room. And if you cross paths with Madam Norwood, tell her to use the potion as I said.’
‘Of course. Come on, Hailey.’
‘No.’ Hailey didn’t budge. ‘I want to know what’s happening. Who is Stetho? Did she take the missing students? Or can she help find them? And what’s the white powder?’
‘As I said, there is no time to explain. Please trust that I will bring the students back now that I know. But the longer you wait here, the longer it will take me to rescue them.’
Why is Amathia being so cryptic? Hailey sighed. ‘Okay, I’ll go.’ But she’d definitely be demanding answers once everyone was back.
***
Hailey was sitting in the packed main hall at a table with Demi, Alec, and Aaron; a bowl of uneaten Demeter Flakes sat in front of her. Her stomach was too queasy to even think about food. She glanced towards the archway, expecting to see the missing students file in. 
‘Where’s Brax?’ Demi’s eyes were fixed on the archway too. ‘Hailey, you made it sound like he and the other students would be back already.’
‘Amathia sounded like she knew exactly what had happened to them,’ Hailey said. She’d filled in her friends as soon as Sir Bliss had deposited her back in the common room. 
‘I don’t think Amathia would bring them here.’ Alec tapped his fingers on the table’s shell border. ‘She’d take them to the healing wing.’
‘You’re right.’ Demi pushed to her feet. ‘Let’s go.’
‘Look,’ Aaron said, nudging his head towards the archway. ‘Madam Grayson is probably about to tell everyone they’ve found the students.’ 
Madam Grayson made her way towards the front of the hall. Hailey frowned. That’s odd. Why wouldn’t Amathia come and tell everyone herself?
‘Quiet down, please.’
Silence descended over the hall as the students’ heads snapped towards Madam Grayson. 
‘Thank you.’ Madam Grayson fiddled with a ring on her finger, and Hailey’s mouth turned as dry as the seaweed that covered the stable’s floor. She looked anxious, not relieved. ‘Um, everyone needs to know something… Madam Norwood and Amathia… well, they’re missing.’
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Looking for Answers
Knives and forks clattered against the mother-of-pearl tables as gasps filled the hall. 
Hailey just gaped. Amathia is missing. How can she be missing? She’d made it sound like getting the students back would be easy. She never even asked the other teachers to go with her—except maybe Madam Norwood, which explains why she’s missing too. This can’t be happening. The only person who knows where the students are is gone. What were they supposed to do now? Wait for their turn to vanish? 
‘I know this is scary, but I and the other teachers have everything under control.’ Madam Grayson kept her voice calm. ‘We will find Amathia and the rest of the students. Classes have been cancelled for today. Please return to your common rooms once you have finished breakfast.’
‘Medusa,’ Alec gasped at the same time the hall broke into panicked chatter.
‘This is bad.’ Aaron raked a hand through his hair. ‘Are you sure Amathia didn’t say anything about where she was going, or who Stetho was?’ he asked Hailey. ‘Even the smallest detail could be a clue.’ 
Hailey shook her head, her stomach queasy. ‘She didn’t tell me anything. I… she sounded so sure. I should have made her tell me.’
Demi sniffed. ‘I thought Brax would be safe.’ She brushed away a tear. ‘What are we supposed to do now if Amathia is gone? Who’ll find out what happened to everyone?’ 
‘Maybe we can help.’
Hailey looked at Alec. ‘How?’
‘We ask Kallie to take us to a parallel world—preferably one where students are disappearing. If their Amathia is still there, we can ask her about Stetho. She should know who that is too.’
‘Alec, that’s brilliant,’ Hailey said.
‘Really good idea,’ Aaron agreed.
Demi jumped up and pointed a finger towards the other side of the main hall. ‘She’s over there.’
They wasted no time in abandoning their breakfast and scrambling over to Kallie’s table. 
‘We need a favour,’ Hailey said, dropping into the chair beside Kallie. 
‘Do you need me to take you to a parallel world again?’
Hailey nodded. ‘One that is similar to ours, where students are disappearing too. But one where Amathia hasn’t gone missing yet.’
‘How will that help?’ she asked.
‘Because I think I know the name of the person or thing responsible for everything, but I have no idea who they are,’ Hailey explained. ‘I’m hoping one of the other Amathias will be able to tell us.’
‘I think it’s best if I only take two of you,’ Kallie said, once Hailey and her friends had made it up to the deserted common room. ‘It’ll be easier to move around the palace without attracting attention. I’m pretty sure the teachers there won’t be happy if they catch us, especially when we’re from another world.’ 
‘I’m coming,’ Demi declared. 
‘Um, Demi, I think it’s best you stay here,’ Aaron said.
Demi whipped towards him. ‘Why?’ she demanded. ‘I want to see if Brax is okay in this other world.’
‘Brax is why you shouldn’t go. You’re distracted right now, and distraction leads to making mistakes. I think it’s best if I go—and I’ve had training in avoiding detection.’
Demi crossed her arms. ‘That’s not fair.’
‘I don’t think I’ll be getting to go either if it makes you feel better.’ Alec sighed, acting as if he’d won a trip to the Acropolis, only to be told he couldn’t go.
‘I promise I’ll come back with answers,’ Hailey said, touching Demi on the shoulder.
‘A one-way portal to a parallel world coming up,’ Kallie said. A sphere of light glowed between her hands like a blazing star. She threw it forward, the light exploding into a portal of swirling colours. 
Hailey followed Aaron through it, and stepped into the hallway outside the Ancient History classroom. 
‘The door is closed. That means she’s probably teaching,’ Kallie said, coming up behind them. 
‘I’ll take a quick peek,’ Aaron said, turning the pearl doorknob so slowly it was like time itself was slowing down. 
‘… Prometheus was imprisoned for helping the humans…’ Madam Grayson’s voice drifted into the hallway as Aaron cracked the door open a slither. 
‘Amathia must’ve given up teaching in this world, too, to look for the missing students,’ Hailey remarked as Aaron closed the door. 
‘Where do you think she would be?’ Kallie asked, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. 
Hailey thought about it for a second. ‘Well, when I last saw her she was in the nereids’ room. Maybe that’s a good place to start.’ 
‘So what’s the name of this person or thing who’s taking people from our world?’ Kallie asked as Aaron led the way through the hallways.
‘Stetho,’ Hailey said. ‘Sir Bliss had a premonition about Amathia saying the name Stetho. But that was it. Nothing about who Stetho was. Amathia knew exactly who Sir Bliss was talking about when he told her the name though. And then she vanished.’
‘I guess that means Stetho is in the palace.’ Kallie sped up her pace to keep up with Aaron. 
‘Which means the students, Amathia and Madam Norwood are probably still there too.’ Hailey imagined them crammed into a room, screaming for help. I’m trying to help; I just need a little more time.
When they reached the nereids’ room they stopped, staring at the closed mother-of-pearl door. ‘A closed door doesn’t look like a good sign,’ Aaron said. 
‘Let’s at least check.’ Hailey couldn’t be bothered with knocking; she pushed the door open, her fingertips tingling at the same time. Her heart stopped instantaneously as she realised she’d forgotten to ask Kallie a very important question: did the nereids still live in the palace in this world?
It was too late now. And she already knew the answer. Six nereids sat on the chaises, and six pairs of glaring eyes fixed on Hailey. 
The nereids sprang up. Nemertes prowled towards Hailey, Aaron, and Kallie like a chimera guarding its territory. ‘Humans! How dare you enter our chamber,’ Nemertes hissed, and then stopped suddenly, her eyes narrowing at Hailey. ‘You. You’re supposed to be dead.’
Ah, another world where Hailey had never met Aaron and Alec and had died in the Underworld. 
Aaron darted in front of Hailey, throwing his palms up. His force field rippled as Nemertes bumped into it. ‘What is this?’ the nereid hissed, ramming a fist against it, sending more ripples streaking across the force field. 
‘We’re looking for Amathia.’ Aaron kept his palms up.
A vicious smile tweaked Nemertes’s lips. ‘You are too late. Amathia has already been taken.’
Hailey stepped out from behind Aaron. ‘By Stetho?’
Surprise flashed in Nemertes’s eyes. ‘How do you know that name?’
‘Who is Stetho?’ Hailey demanded. 
Nemertes cackled. ‘Why would I tell you?’
Aaron shoved his palms forward, his force field sending the nereids stumbling back a step. ‘Tell us.’
‘Never,’ Nemertes spat.
Aaron shoved his hands forward again; this time a few nereids tripped over the chaises. Nemertes growled, steadying herself against Poseidon’s glass statue. 
‘Tell us or I’ll squash you against the wall.’
Nemertes’s eyes turned as deadly as a hydra’s bite. ‘Insolent, human, you do not command us!’
Everything happened so fast from there. Nemertes’s hand slipped into her dress, and she tossed something that looked like a spiky ball over Aaron’s force field.
Hailey realised too late what it was. The sea-urchin bomb hit the ground. At the same time, Aaron barrelled into her and Kallie, stretching his body over theirs as they landed on the pearl floor.
The whizzing sound of things flying through the air encompassed the room, and Hailey imagined hundreds of spikes shooting out in every direction.
Aaron grunted, his entire body tensing before he shifted off Hailey and Kallie.
‘Aaron!’ Hailey cried, her breath catching when she saw the dozen needles sticking out of his arms, legs, and back. 
‘I’m almost glad you’re still alive,’ Nemertes said, her and the other nymphs no longer held back by Aaron’s force field. ‘It means I will have the pleasure of killing you myself.’ Nemertes lunged for Hailey.
‘Open the portal, Kallie!’ Hailey shouted, darting out of Nemertes’s path. The other nereids slithered towards her.
Hailey leapt back from them, smacking into something hard. She whirled around to find a sneering Nemertes. ‘You have nowhere left to run.’ Nemertes’s hands shot for Hailey’s neck as Hailey drew her hand back and smacked it against the nereid’s cheek.
‘Ah!’ Nemertes shrieked, a hand flying to her red cheek as she stumbled back a step, stunned. 
‘Hailey, help me!’ Kallie was gripping Aaron’s wrists, dragging him inch by inch towards the portal of rainbow lights behind her. 
Hailey used Nemertes’s shock to her advantage and kicked her in the shins. The nereid collapsed like an uprooted tree as Hailey darted to Kallie’s side.
‘I AM GOING TO KILL YOU!’ Nemertes roared, shooing away the other nereids who had rushed to help her up. 
‘Too slow,’ Hailey said, and helped Kallie yank Aaron through the portal. The wisps of red, yellow, green, and blue dimmed, fading back to white before disappearing altogether.
‘Oh my word. What happened? And where did you come from?’
It took Hailey a second to realise Kallie had brought them to the healing wing. Madam Mendem scrambled over from the other side of the room and crouched beside Aaron, who was lying next to the double doors. 
‘A parallel world,’ Hailey explained as the nurse began plucking sea-urchin spikes from Aaron’s skin. ‘A sea-urchin bomb exploded. We got him back here in time, didn’t we? You can heal him, right?’ Aaron’s skin was as pale as a Thanatos’s victim, and his breathing shallow. 
‘Poison is tricky, as you’ll remember. It will take me some time, but he will be fine.’ 
Hailey’s body sagged, and she plunked down on the nearest bed. Kallie dropped down beside her. ‘That was scary. I’ve never met the nereids before. I understand now why Amathia banished them.’
‘They’re pure evil.’ Does a parallel world exist where they’re good? Impossible. 
‘I’m sorry Amathia was gone. I was at that world yesterday and she was still there.’
‘Is there another world?’ They couldn’t be out of options. She glanced at Aaron as Madam Mendem pressed her hands to the tiny puncture wounds peppering his skin. Aaron couldn’t be on the verge of dying for nothing. 
‘I can look. I’ll find…’
‘Kallie?’ 
Kallie’s eyes rolled into the back of her head as she flopped backwards on the bed. 
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Another Detention
‘Kallie?’ Hailey shook her. 
‘She’s been poisoned too.’ Madam Mendem pointed a shaking hand at Kallie’s dangling leg.
A spike stuck out of her ankle—her jeans must’ve absorbed some of the poison, that’s why it took so long to knock her out. Hailey plucked it out, careful not to let the pointed tip stab her as she tossed it away. She half-expected Kallie to wake up. But she didn’t even twitch. 
Madam Mendem dropped onto the bed near Aaron, sweat trickling down her brow as she gasped in tiny breaths of air. ‘I need more – Asclepiuses. There’s too much – poison for me to handle – on my own. Much more poison in these – spikes than the ones used in the library.’
‘I’ll find Kora.’
‘You can’t go out there alone.’
‘I’m not letting anyone die.’
Hailey sprinted through the double doors and down the stairs, racing through the hallway towards the entryway. 
Will Kora be strong enough to save Aaron and Kallie? Madam Mendem said she needed Asclepiuses—plural. But I don’t know any other Asclepiuses. How am I supposed to find enough in time?

‘Hailey Woods!’
Hailey could have run up and kissed Master Anderson when she ran into the entryway and saw his furious face. ‘Master Anderson – thank the Tyches,’ she puffed as he marched towards her from the left archway. 
‘This is the second time I’ve caught you wandering around the palace alone. Do you think you are above the rules? Because—’
‘I’m sorry, there’s – no time,’ she cut him off. ‘Madam Mendem needs help. Aaron and – Kallie are dying. They’ve been poisoned by a – sea-urchin bomb. I need to find as many – Asclepiuses as possible. I’m going to get – Kora. Can you get more?’
Master Anderson’s anger fizzled to confusion. ‘Dying? Poison? What are you talking about? Are you trying to get out of detention?’
‘No. I’m telling the truth – please, Master Anderson, we’re running out of time. You need to – get the other Asclepiuses to the healing wing.’
‘Okay.’
That was all Hailey needed to hear. She flew up the stairs, not bothering to look back at Master Anderson to check if he was following. She stopped in her common room, puffing in gasps of air as her eyes combed over the studying and chatting students, searching for Kora. But she wasn’t there. 
‘Hailey, over here.’ Demi and Alec were sitting on floor cushions near a sofa. Hailey ignored them and ran for the girls’ dormitories, jogging down to Kora and Tahlia’s dorm.
‘Whoa, it’s called knocking,’ Kora said when Hailey threw open the dorm door. Kora was lying on her bed, a nail polish brush poised over her thumb, ready to paint her nails the same blue colour as the palace’s crystal walls. 
‘Sor – ry – no – time.’ Hailey pressed a hand to the stitch clawing at her side. ‘Madam – Mendem – needs – you – in – healing – wing. Aaron – and Kallie – dying.’ 
The nail polish brush dropped. ‘What?’
‘Please – just go.’
‘What in Tartarus is going on?’ Demi rushed into the dorm as Kora rushed out of it. 
Hailey held a hand up so she could catch her breath. ‘The nereids caught us in the parallel world,’ she explained when her lungs stopped burning. ‘Aaron got hit with a sea-urchin bomb. It was too much poison for Madam Mendem, so she sent me to get more Asclepiuses.’
‘Medusa!’ Demi exclaimed. ‘We need to go back there.’ She grabbed Hailey’s wrist and yanked her from the dorm. 
Alec was waiting right outside the girls’ dormitories door, chewing his lip so hard Hailey thought he’d bite it off. ‘Where’s Aaron?’ 
‘He got hit with sea-urchin spikes,’ Hailey said. ‘Madam Mendem is trying to heal him.’
Hailey expected Alec to be his usual cautious self and tell them that they had to wait in the common room as he didn’t want to risk an invisible monster kidnapping him—or a detention for walking around in a group of three instead of five or more. But to her surprise, he ran for the staircase, disappearing down it so fast that Hailey had to jog to keep up. 
The stitch was back to clawing at her side when she finally made it to the healing wing. Her knees wavered, ready to collapse in relief when she saw Aaron sitting on a bed, gobbling down a plate of scrambled eggs.
‘Aaron, you’re okay.’ Alec flew to his side.
‘Hailey made it sound like you were dying,’ Demi said. 
Three students and the school nurse were asleep on the beds opposite Aaron, sweat glistening on their skin as they shivered beneath the blankets. A dematerialiser must have brought them here—that’s the only way they could have had enough time to have already healed Aaron and Kallie. 
‘So did you find out who Stetho is?’ Demi asked Aaron, her voice desperate. ‘Do you know where the missing students are?’
Hailey didn’t want to relive the failure of their mission, so she drifted towards Kallie. She sat two beds away from Aaron, spooning Tyche Charms into her mouth. 
‘Feeling better?’
Kallie nodded, chewing on a mouthful of cereal. ‘Much. I didn’t even realise I got hit. Everything started spinning, and then the next thing I knew I was waking up to an Asclepius staring down at me.’
‘I’m sorry you got hurt,’ Hailey told her. 
‘It was worth it.’ Her spoon clinked against the gold bowl. ‘And I meant what I said. I’ll look at some more worlds and ask Amathia about Stetho. I’ll let you know when I find out who that is.’
‘I don’t know if it’s safe.’ She didn’t want the nereids hurting Kallie. ‘I can come with you.’ 
‘It’s easier to sneak around by myself. I’ll be fine now that I know not to go anywhere near the nereids. I still feel a little weak, though, so I won’t try any parallel jumping until tomorrow.’
‘Hailey.’
Hailey turned towards Madam Mendem. ‘Are you feeling okay?’ she asked, striding towards the nurse’s bed. 
She nodded. ‘Yes, dearie. You did a good job getting those other Asclepiuses. I couldn’t have managed on my own.’
‘Thank you for saving them.’ Hailey glanced at the three students on the beds beside Madam Mendem, wanting to check that Kora was all right. But the three Asclepiuses were strangers to her. ‘Where’s Kora?’
Madam Mendem raised an eyebrow. ‘She didn’t come. I assumed you couldn’t find her.’
The nurse’s words hit Hailey like a fireball to the stomach. ‘What? No, I did find her. She’s meant to be here.’ Hailey glanced at the beds again. She must have missed her.
‘Are you sure?’ Madam Mendem asked, fear creeping into her voice.
‘She’s gone, isn’t she? She’s been taken.’
***
‘… Manticores’ tails are extremely poisonous, holding enough venom to paralyse a giant for roughly three hours. Now if a human is unfortunate enough to be stung by one, they’ll be dead within ten minutes, unless they’re given the antidote or healed by an Asclepius,’ Madam Grayson droned on in their Monsters and Creatures of the World class.
Hailey barely heard a word of what she said, her mind too focused on where everyone had vanished to. 
She’d stayed awake all night thinking about it. About where Kora was. She was missing because of Hailey. What if she’s dead? What if everyone who’s been taken is dead? Nausea twisted her stomach into knots at the thought of it. But when Hailey had said Stetho’s name to Amathia, she hadn’t looked scared enough for the students to be dead. So they had to be alive. But where? 
‘… Now the manticores’ teeth are just as dangerous as its tail…’ Madam Grayson’s voice cut into Hailey’s thoughts. 
Why are we even having classes still? The teachers should be out looking for Amathia and the others, not standing around talking about how many teeth a manticore has. If Madam Grayson and the other teachers don’t work out soon why people are vanishing, then what will happen? Will everyone in the school just disappear, never to be seen or heard from again?
‘Class dismissed. Hailey, can I please see you.’ 
‘We’ll meet you in PE,’ Demi said.
Hailey nodded and walked over to her overseer as Madam Grayson dropped into the chair behind her desk. ‘Did you find out who Stetho is?’
Madam Grayson shook her head. ‘No. This isn’t about that. I wanted to let you know that you’ll need to report to detention in the entryway after your last class today.’
Hailey had to keep her jaw from dropping. ‘What?’
‘Master Anderson informed me you were supposed to have detention with Madam Norwood yesterday afternoon. You’ll be having it this afternoon instead.’
‘Are you kidding? All the teachers should be out looking for Amathia or trying to work out who Stetho is. They shouldn’t be teaching classes, and they especially shouldn’t be monitoring detention.’
‘They are doing that,’ Madam Grayson said calmly. ‘But we’re taking shifts. This school is still a school while there are students here, so classes have to continue. And students who break the rules need to be made an example of. We are trying to keep everyone safe.’
‘Then find out who Stetho is!’ Hailey half-yelled.
Madam Grayson ignored her angry tone. ‘I will.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Hailey said slowly. ‘I just… Kora. I shouldn’t have let her go alone. I don’t know what I’ll do if no one ever finds her.’
Hailey drifted through the rest of her classes, barely being able to concentrate on anything but the missing students. And then she found herself in the entryway, waiting to see what menial task Madam Grayson would assign her. 
‘Hi, Hailey.’
Hailey was surprised to see Tanzy, as well as Lexa and Tahlia, standing by the glass statue of Poseidon. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘We got busted walking around after curfew,’ Tanzy said. 
‘Why were you out alone?’
‘I wanted to find Kora,’ Tahlia explained.
Guilt tightened Hailey’s chest. ‘I’m so sorry, Tahlia. I feel like that was my fault.’
‘It wasn’t. It was whatever took everyone else. I want to find it and kill it.’ Tahlia sounded as if she was contemplating raiding the Ares room in the Powers classroom for weapons so she could hunt down Stetho. 
‘I was planning to give it a taste of its own medicine and make it disappear.’ Tanzy clicked her fingers, and a sapphire embedded in the crystal wall disappeared, leaving behind a tiny indent. 
‘We ended up crossing paths with Master Anderson instead though,’ Lexa said. 
‘Okay, let me check that everyone who is supposed to be here is,’ Madam Grayson said, coming down the stairs.
Hailey glanced around. Apparently, “everyone” was about thirty students. She waved at Riley, who was standing with a few older students by the left archway. It didn’t surprise her one bit that he’d been caught breaking the rules. 
‘Hmm, we seem to be missing three.’ Madam Grayson glanced up from the clipboard she’d been staring at. ‘Hailey, I don’t suppose you know where Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo are?’
Why does Madam Grayson expect me to keep track of the evil trio at all times? She shook her head. ‘No.’ 
‘Okay, we’ll start without them. I want the staircases and the entire entryway cleaned—polish every individual pearl in the floor, and every jewel and shell in the crystal walls. There are mops, dusters, scrubbing brushes, and everything else you need in the cupboard under the left staircase. I’ll be back to check on your progress once I’ve tracked down Venus, Nerissa, and Cleo.’ 
‘Whatcha in for, Hails?’ Riley asked, coming up to her. 
‘Walking around the palace alone. You?’
‘I got busted sneaking into the main hall after curfew. But in my defence, I was starving.’
‘Come on, Riley, grab a mop,’ one of the older boys shouted to him, dumping a pile of cleaning stuff on the floor.
‘I think we need an extra man.’ Riley grinned. Convulsions shook his body like he was having an epileptic fit, and then Charlie stepped out of him.
‘At your service,’ Charlie said, saluting Riley. 
‘I better get started.’ Hailey picked up a duster and ambled towards the right staircase, which Tahlia, Lexa, and Tanzy were starting to clean. ‘Mind if I join you? I’ve had to polish the pearl floor before and it’s not much fun.’
‘Sure,’ Tanzy said. 
‘I’ll clean the second-floor guardrail.’ Lexa levitated into the air, floating up to the second floor as if riding on an invisible hoverboard. 
‘This seems pointless.’ Tahlia rubbed a cloth back and forth on the rail. 
‘I know. There’s no dust or dirt anywhere,’ Tanzy said. ‘Hephaestus designed the palace to be self-cleaning.’
‘That’s not what I meant.’ Tahlia polished more ferociously. ‘I meant we should be helping find out what happened to Kora and the others.’
‘I know exactly how you feel.’ Hailey glided her cloth over the crystal steps, which were so clean you could eat off them. ‘I—’ 
A shriek pierced the air.
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The Plot Thickens
Hailey’s hands flew to her ears, the wailing shriek still tearing through the air.
‘What’s that noise?’ Tanzy yelled, her hands pressed to her ears too.
‘A screecher alarm.’ Hailey recognised the sound as what she’d heard at Alec’s house. She hoped no guard hydra came slithering out to attack.
‘Evacuate!’
Hailey glanced up to Master Anderson on the level above, yelling at everyone to get outside. 
Students poured out of the main hall and scrambled down the stairs from the common rooms, everyone looking more excited than scared as they filed into the grounds. Hailey got caught in the throng, students pushing and shoving her outside. The shrieking was quieter out here.
‘I didn’t even know we had an alarm,’ Tanzy said from beside Hailey. ‘What do you think it means?’
‘Maybe they found whatever is taking students.’ Hope sparked in Tahlia’s crystal blue eyes. ‘Maybe the teachers are fighting it and don’t want anyone getting in the way.’
Please, Tyches, let that be it. Let this all be over.
What felt like hours, but was probably only ten minutes, passed before the grounds were bursting with the entire student population. Hailey glanced around for her friends, but there were too many people. She couldn’t even take a step without treading on someone’s toes.
Madam Grayson was the last teacher to enter the grounds, lingering in front of the palace’s doors. She looked fine to Hailey—no bleeding gashes, and her dress wasn’t torn—so that probably meant she hadn’t been fighting the thing taking students. ‘Disengage,’ Madam Grayson shouted. The screecher alarm cut off, leaving Hailey’s ears ringing. Madam Grayson said something to Master Anderson, who was beside her. He shrugged and pointed at her with a frown. Madam Grayson shook her head and frowned back. 
That doesn’t look good—it looks like they’re trying to work out who set the alarm off. And judging by the looks of the teachers’ frowns and head shaking, none of them had done it. Madam Grayson pointed at the palace’s entrance and Master Anderson nodded, disappearing inside with five other teachers. 
Madam Grayson raised a conch shell to her mouth as she turned her attention to the students. ‘Thank you for evacuating so efficiently.’ The shell amplified her voice, carrying it over the entire grounds. ‘It appears to have been a false alarm, but some of the teachers have gone to confirm that before I let you back inside, so please talk among yourselves.’ 
‘What in Tartarus is going on?’ Tanzy said. ‘Is it even possible to have a false alarm?’
‘I don’t know,’ Hailey said, fiddling with her necklace. ‘But something definitely doesn’t feel right.’
Why did an alarm randomly go off? Does somebody want everyone in the grounds so that they can kill all of us at once? Is the monster or whatever taking people behind it? Is it coming for us right now? Hailey’s eyes darted to the entrance, expecting a giant sea-snail or some other horrible sea-monster to come charging out. But only teachers lingered by the palace’s door. Not a monster in sight. 
About half an hour passed before Master Anderson returned. He said something to Madam Grayson, who nodded before turning her attention back to the students. ‘As I suspected, the screecher alarm malfunctioned. It has been repaired now, so it shouldn’t go off again. Please return to your common rooms.’
Tahlia’s shoulders slumped. ‘I’d really hoped they’d found something.’ 
Hailey was about to agree when the student population started pushing towards the entrance, shoving her away from her friends and thrusting her into the crowd of moving bodies. 
A false alarm, Hailey thought as the students herded her towards the entryway stairs. Madam Grayson seems convinced by that. Is there really any other explanation? No monster had attacked them, and the teachers who’d left to search the palace had returned, so it hadn’t been a trap. But Hailey couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the alarm. That the timing was too perfect. What are the chances of a false alarm happening when the Academy is under attack by some mysterious enemy, and Amathia is missing? 
Did the nereids know about the alarm? she wondered as she mindlessly continued up the stairs. Is this their way of distracting everyone while they sneak back into the Academy? Are they skulking around the palace right now, waiting for their chance to strike?
‘Hailey!’ A hand yanked her from the crowd of students before she could even think about running back downstairs to check if the nereids had moved back in. 
‘Kallie?’ Hailey blinked. She’d pulled Hailey onto the off-shoot staircase that led up to their common room. ‘Is everything okay? Did you find a parallel world where Amathia told you about Stetho?’
‘I never got a chance. Af—’
‘Get off the stairs,’ someone grumbled, pushing past them. 
‘Come on. I’ll explain in the common room.’
Hailey followed Kallie up the stairs, the uneasiness in her stomach curling tighter. 
‘So after classes ended,’ Kallie said once they’d reached the common room, ‘I headed to my dorm. I was about to open a portal when a potion bottle flew through my window and shattered on the floor. All this gold dust exploded everywhere and I passed out.’ 
‘Medusa, why would someone use a sleeping potion on you? As a joke?’
Kallie paled. ‘No. For this.’ She held up her arm.
Hailey’s mouth popped open. A neutralising bracelet clung to Kallie’s right wrist. ‘You woke up with that?’
Kallie nodded. ‘I woke up when the screecher alarm started. I found Madam Grayson in the dormitory hallway and told her about the bracelet. She tried to get it off me, but it didn’t respond to her voice. It’s like someone reprogrammed it.’
‘How is that even possible?’
‘I don’t know. Madam Grayson said it was probably someone’s idea of a practical joke and she’d look into it. But she looked worried, Hailey—really worried.’
‘I’m sure she was. Because if someone put this on you, it means they knew about our plan to find out who Stetho is, and they didn’t want that. That means there’s a student—or students—responsible for what’s happening.’ That wasn’t something she wanted to believe. That someone at the Academy could be the one kidnapping people. But there was no denying it. The missing travelling necklaces could be explained away as students not wanting to go home, but knocking out the person who was about to solve everything and putting a neutralising bracelet on them… there was no rationalising that. The question is why? Why would anyone want to hurt other students? 
A scream snapped Hailey’s head towards the door to the girls’ dormitories. She bolted through it. Girls were crowded around a dormitory four doors before Hailey’s room. She pushed her way through the crowd and peeked into the dorm. 
Her breath caught.
Inside, a girl was kneeling in front of a pile of ash. The drawers from her mother-of-pearl chest were scattered around her, all of them empty. Someone burned her clothes. More shrieks sounded from various dorms. This is bad.
Hailey scrambled towards her own dorm. The door was already open. Demi was inside, staring at a pile of ash in front of her chest of drawers. There was another one in front of Hailey’s. ‘Medusa!’
‘Why would somebody do this?’ Demi turned to Hailey, tears glistening in her eyes. ‘They burned all our clothes.’ 
‘I have no idea.’ A glint of something shiny in the ashes caught Hailey’s eye. She picked it up, staring at the fragment of glass. ‘Looks like they used a potion to do it. It was probably designed only to burn clothes and then extinguish.’ She tossed the glass back into the ash. ‘And I guess the floor’s self-cleaning magic doesn’t work when there’s a potion or spell involved.’ 
Demi hugged her arms. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘I…’ Hailey began, and then stumbled a step as the palace jolted.
‘What was that?’ 
‘I think the palace is rising.’
‘But only Amathia can make it rise.’
Hailey’s blood turned to ice. ‘And the nereids.’
Hailey and Demi bolted to the window. Terror gripped Hailey’s chest as tightly as a clenched fist when she peered outside. At the back of the palace, she saw them. Six nereids. No, no, no, this is bad. Really bad!
The palace broke through the surface like a rising submarine, water rolling off the force field. Hailey gripped the desk beside her, her knees threatening to give out. Icebergs crowded the sea, surrounding the palace like ice giants determined to freeze them to death. 
‘Stamanto,’ Nemertes yelled out. Another jolt shot through the palace. ‘Eikaatva adaur.’
The jewels and pearls in the trees clinked together as a gale of wind charged through the grounds. Demi slammed the window’s crystal doors shut. Wind howled through the cracks, sounding like the cries of tortured souls trapped in Tartarus. ‘I guess the nereids have decided to freeze us to death in this world too.’
‘And they didn’t even have to change the Goldarin commands to lock Amathia out,’ Hailey said. ‘All they had to do was get rid of her so she couldn’t lower the palace or put the force field up. I knew it was them. This whole time, they’ve been responsible.’ Hailey glared down at Nemertes, who was laughing with her sisters, no doubt taking great joy in reclaiming the palace. 
‘But Pandora said they never left the island.’
‘They’ve had help.’ Hailey hugged her arms, shivering as frost crept along the crystal window. ‘Someone here is helping them. That’s who set the screecher alarm off. They did it to get us outside so they could burn everyone’s clothes. There’s a traitor at the Academy. Maybe it’s someone whose parents are in the Olympian Mysteries—maybe they recruited them to team up with the nereids.’ It was the only theory Hailey could think of. 
‘But the nereids hate humans.’ Demi leaned against the end of Hailey’s desk as she stared out the window, watching to see what would happen next. ‘They’d never team up with any of us.’
‘If they were desperate, I think they’d do anything,’ Hailey said, and then gulped as Madam Grayson marched into the back of the grounds with Master Anderson. Please don’t let the nereids hurt them.
Madam Grayson did a lot of pointing, which Hailey interpreted as “get the Tartarus out of here”. Nemertes laughed, and she and her sisters shoved past the two teachers, sashaying their way towards the palace. 
‘With Amathia gone, no one can stop them.’ Hailey shivered, the cold from outside seeping into her bones. 
‘I guess we’re back to spying again. It’s the only chance we have to figure out what the nereids have done with everyone, and to rescue Amathia so she can kick their arses back into the sea.’ Demi straightened from the desk. 
‘How are we supposed to spy on them?’
‘The wand,’ Demi said simply. 
A jolt of terror like a spark of lightning shot through Hailey’s chest. ‘No! That wand got us imprisoned in Tartarus—it almost brought the gods back.’ Her pulse quickened as fragments of memories burst into her mind… The sky of lava that burned so hot her skin felt as if it would melt… The room of fears where her dad had blamed her for his death… A fireball burning in Hades’s hand as the god prepared to kill Hailey and her friends.
‘It also helped us spy on the nereids,’ Demi countered, rescuing Hailey from her flashbacks. ‘And we don’t even have to use it for that. We can use it to take control back of the palace and make sure no one freezes to death. And we can even use it to lead us to the missing students.’
‘It’s too dangerous. That thing is evil.’ Hailey shuddered at the memory of how holding it had felt. Of pure power rushing into her veins, possessing her. 
Demi put her hands on Hailey’s shoulders, staring her in the eyes. ‘We’re all dead, Hailey, if we don’t do something. And only one of us will touch it. Then the rest of us will get the wand back from them before the whole possession thing happens.’
Hailey fiddled with her heart pendant. It could work. Technically the reason the wand had been such a problem last time was because it had kept them from telling anyone about it, and it had coerced them into using it. But if only she touched it, Demi, Alec, and Aaron would be able to get it away from her. It’s a dangerous plan, but it’s about the only plan that has a chance in Tartarus of working.
‘Okay,’ Hailey agreed, her heart skipping a beat at the thought of touching that horrible object again. ‘But Amathia said she was going to destroy it. It’s probably gone.’
‘It doesn’t hurt to check. We can start with her classroom.’ 
‘Hey,’ Aaron said when Hailey and Demi walked into the common room. He and Alec were standing right by the door to the girls’ dorms, as if they’d been debating sneaking in.
‘Did your clothes get burned too?’ Alec asked. 
‘Yeah.’ Demi rubbed her arms, shivering. 
‘The nereids are back.’ Aaron said. ‘I saw them outside. They’re going to freeze us to death like they were doing in that parallel world. We need to stop them.’
‘That’s what we’re about to do,’ Demi told him. ‘Or try to.’
Aaron cocked an eyebrow. ‘How?’
Demi leaned towards him and lowered her voice. ‘We’re heading to Amathia’s classroom to see if the wand is still there.’
Alec gasped. ‘No. We can’t. You remember what happened last time.’
‘It’s worth the risk this time,’ Hailey said. ‘And I’ll be the only one touching it.’
‘You can’t just volunteer yourself like that,’ Aaron argued. ‘I’ll—’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Hailey cut him off. ‘The wand is probably gone anyway. But we needed a plan, so this is it.’
‘But we’re not allowed to leave the common room,’ Alec said. ‘There are teachers all over the palace. We’ll never make it to Amathia’s classroom without someone catching us… And what if we run into the nereids? Or what if we get taken like the other missing students?’
‘Need to get out?’ Hailey spun around. Brennan’s cheeks turned pink when Hailey met his gaze. ‘I… um… wasn’t trying to eavesdrop or anything. I just overhead Alec not wanting to leave the common room.’
‘Thanks.’ Hailey smiled at him. ‘That would help a lot.’
‘Let’s go down the stairs a little bit so no one sees,’ Brennan suggested.
They snuck halfway down the offshoot staircase before linking hands, and one tingling sensation later, they were outside Amathia’s classroom. The door was wide open, revealing an empty room. 
‘You should wait here, Brennan,’ Aaron instructed. ‘Be our look out.’
‘Okay,’ Brennan agreed.
Hailey followed her friends into Amathia’s classroom, coming to a stop when Demi, Alec, and Aaron moved towards the desk. No point in going over there too—it doesn’t take four people to search the desk. But gazing around, Hailey realised there was nowhere else to look. The desk was the only place to hide anything, and the chances of Amathia keeping a dangerous wand in her drawer were just ridiculous. But what if it was in there? What if Hailey’s friends found it? She wouldn’t let any of them touch it. She’d be the one to use it. The one to fight against the wand’s voice when it whispered in her ear to resurrect the gods. And once Hailey had taken control of the palace back from the nereids, she’d toss the wand away before it forced her into doing anything evil. 
‘Nothing,’ Aaron declared, slamming a drawer shut. 
‘She destroyed it.’ Alec shook his head in disgust. ‘It should have been in a museum. It was Hecate’s wand. A piece of history.’
‘Maybe it’s in a secret chamber?’ Demi mused. 
‘Someone’s coming,’ Brennan hissed, running into the classroom. ‘Quickly, take my hand.’ 
Aaron gazed towards the open door. ‘Who’s coming?’
Brennan kept his hand out. ‘Does it matter?’ 
‘Yes.’ Aaron slunk towards the door. Hailey went to his side and listened.
The voices were still faint, but they were definitely coming this way, and they sounded a lot like the nereids. ‘It’s them,’ Hailey hissed.
‘The nereids?’ Alec asked, his face losing colour. 
‘Then we should really get out of here.’ Brennan held one hand towards Hailey and Aaron, and the other towards Demi and Alec. 
‘No, this is what we want.’ Demi pushed away from the desk. ‘This is our chance to eavesdrop on them—if they come in here.’
‘No, it’s too dang—’
‘Shh.’ Aaron cut Brennan off. ‘There’s no time to argue. They’re getting closer. Let’s hide behind the desk.’
‘I don’t like this,’ Alec whimpered as the five of them dropped behind the desk. 
Hailey hugged her knees and waited. She hadn’t seen the nereids since Nemertes had tried to drown her, and the possibility of being trapped in a room with her and her sisters made her want to sprint for safety. But Brennan was there, his hand held towards her, ready to whisk her away to safety if the nereids found them.
She stiffened when she heard their voices right outside the door. And then in the classroom.
‘See, there’s no one here,’ Nemertes’s voice said.
‘I thought the adult humans might have been in here,’ one of the other nereids replied. ‘They’re gathering their strength, sister. They will come for us.’
‘Stetho will take care of them,’ Nemertes replied, a smile in her voice. ‘Now, let us collect the little present she left us.’
Hailey stopped breathing. Nereids made no sound when they walked. For all she knew, Nemertes was coming straight towards them. 
‘Let me find the right one.’ Hailey turned as stiff as someone struck by a freezing spell. Nemertes’s voice was so close—maybe only a foot away from where Hailey hid. Brennan’s hand moved closer to her, hovering just above Hailey’s knee. 
‘Ah, this one.’ 
A creaking noise that sounded like a door opening into a haunted house had Hailey frowning. It had sounded like a heavy door opening. But why would a door be in here? Oh, a secret door.
‘Got it,’ Nemertes announced a few seconds later, and Hailey heard the creaking noise again.
‘It looks lovely on you,’ a nereid remarked.
‘Of course it does. Why he made it for her I do not know. ‘Now, let us go before those vile humans seek us out here.’
Hailey and her friends sat in silence for a minute, barely daring to breathe, before Aaron peeked his head around the desk. ‘All clear.’
They pushed to their feet. 
‘That was terrifying,’ Alec proclaimed, hugging his arms. ‘I thought they’d catch us for sure.’
‘We’ve been through worse,’ Demi reminded him.
‘Let’s find that secret door,’ Aaron said.
‘The wan—thing—’ Demi corrected with a sideways glance at Brennan, ‘we’re looking for is probably inside.’ She followed Aaron to the wall near the left side of the desk, both of them gliding their hands over the jewels and shells embedded in it.
‘And what exactly are you looking for?’ Brennan asked.
‘It’s kind of a secret.’ Hailey wanted to tell him the truth, especially since he’d helped them so much, but they’d promised Amathia they’d never tell anyone about the wand. Plus the truth was kind of hard to believe, and they didn’t have time to go through the whole “you’re lying, no I’m not” argument.
‘Okay. Forget I asked.’
‘Got it!’ Demi exclaimed, pushing in a sapphire.
At the same time, part of the wall creaked inwards, revealing a room.
‘This is bizarre.’ Brennan scratched his head, frowning at the hidden room. ‘What’s inside?’ He took a step forward.
Aaron darted in front of him, cutting off his path. ‘Do you mind keeping watch outside?’
Brennan peered over Aaron’s shoulder, trying to peek into the room. ‘Um, sure.’
‘Thank you,’ Hailey told him, feeling guiltier by the second. ‘I’m sorry we can’t tell you what’s going on.’
‘It’s okay,’ he said, sounding a little hurt. ‘I’ll be outside if you need me.’ 
Hailey joined her friends in the secret room. It was small, being about half the size of Hailey’s dorm. Shelves ran along the walls, holding various objects that ranged from glowing shells to bejewelled goblets. 
‘This is incredible,’ Alec gasped, acting as if they’d just discovered Olympus. ‘Look at all these things she’s kept. These should be in a museum.’ He reached out to touch a pearl the size of his head. 
Aaron smacked his hand away. ‘Focus on the mission. We’re here to find the wand. Don’t touch anything else—there could be booby traps.’
‘What do you think Nemertes took?’ Hailey asked as they searched the room. 
‘No idea,’ Aaron replied.
‘Sounded like jewellery,’ Demi suggested, gliding a finger over a gold coin necklace.
‘Maybe Poseidon made Amathia a trinket and Nemertes was jealous,’ Alec said.
‘That makes sense.’ Hailey shifted aside a goblet carved of sea-glass so she could peer at the back of the shelf. ‘It must have been horrible living here pretending to like Poseidon just so she could protect humans from him when he lost his temper.’ 
‘Yeah, real horrible getting spoiled with jewellery and living in a palace.’ Demi slipped a pearl bracelet on her wrist, admiring its glossy sheen before putting it back. 
‘There’s nothing here,’ Aaron declared, finishing searching the last shelf.
Demi sighed. ‘I guess Plan A is a bust.’
Hailey kept back a sigh of relief. Despite feeling like it was their only option. She really hadn’t wanted to use the wand. To risk it causing more harm than good. And to bring back all those horrible memories from first year. ‘What now?’
‘We grab a net or something—maybe a sword from the Ares room—and go after the nereids, dah.’
‘No, Demi,’ Alec said. ‘We haven’t got a wand to protect us this time. Or Amathia. We should go back to the common room and let the teachers handle this.’ 
‘Come on, Alec, you—’
‘No, he’s right.’ Aaron cut Demi off. ‘Plan A is a failure, and we need to devise a Plan B before taking any further action. Maybe the teachers have worked out how to reprogram the Goldarin commands to respond to their voices, instead of only the nereids’. You did get Madam Grayson to start researching the palace weeks ago,’ he added to Hailey.
That was true. ‘Okay, let’s get Brennan,’ Hailey said, praying to the Tyches that Madam Grayson had found something in one of those books; otherwise, they were out of plans, and freezing to death or vanishing without a trace wasn’t a reality she wanted to face. ‘Bren—’ Hailey began to say as she stepped into the hallway. Sheer terror and disbelief left her speechless as her legs wavered, threatening to give out. 
Brennan was gone.
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Waiting
‘Brennan,’ Demi called out.
‘Shh,’ Alec hissed. ‘A teacher might hear you.’
‘Sorry.’ Demi lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘But he’s our ride back. If a nereid comes in here and kills us then it’ll be his fault. Why would he have wandered off?’
‘He wouldn’t have.’ Hailey’s throat tightened, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. ‘He’s been taken.’
Alec gulped and stumbled back a step into the classroom. ‘We should go before it gets us too—or hide in Amathia’s secret room until a teacher rescues us.’ 
‘No,’ Demi argued. ‘He would have yelled out. He probably got bored of standing around and went to the stable. Let’s check.’
‘Wait,’ Alec said. ‘There’s something on the floor.’ He knelt down beside a sprinkling of white powder beside the Ancient History classroom door.
Hailey could have cried when she saw it. It was the same stuff that had given Sir Bliss his premonition about Stetho. Amathia didn’t outwardly say the powder was connected to the missing students, but it has to be. Which means Brennan just joined the list of kidnapped students. 
‘I’ve never seen anything like it before,’ Alec said, rubbing the powder between his fingers. ‘It feels slightly grainy, kind of like sand, but more powdery—like chalk dust.’
‘Whatever is taking students and teachers is leaving that behind,’ Hailey said. ‘Sir Bliss and I saw some yesterday in the hallway, and it gave him a premonition about Stetho when he touched it. Could it be a potion, Alec? Something that makes people disappear?’ 
‘Maybe. I really don’t know.’ Alec rubbed his hand on his trousers, leaving behind a smear of white.
‘Brennan?’ Demi called, her voice echoing down the deserted hallways. ‘Are you around here or did a monster take you?’
‘Shh.’ Aaron was the one to hiss at her this time. ‘The nereids might be near.’ 
Hailey glanced around, half-hoping Brennan would come staggering out from somewhere, having escaped from whatever had taken him. Knots tightened in her stomach when he didn’t miraculously appear. ‘We need to go after what took Brennan. We need to rescue him.’ Guilt tightened around her chest like a cyclops’s fist at the thought of something happening to him because of her. ‘It has to be close.’
‘No.’ Alec jumped back up. ‘We need to tell Madam Grayson. We can’t go chasing after this thing—it could be a monster that can walk through walls and has a mouth big enough to swallow us whole.’ 
‘This is our chance to find out what’s taking people and stop it,’ Hailey countered. ‘And we can’t just abandon Brennan. He was only here because he was helping us.’ Just like Kora had been helping Hailey yesterday. She couldn’t let another student vanish because of her. She had to end this, no matter what. ‘You can go back, Alec, and tell Madam Grayson what happened.’ 
‘Or you can tell me right now.’ Hailey’s head snapped to her right. Madam Grayson was striding towards them, face furious. ‘Do you four really think you are invincible?’ their overseer demanded, stopping so close to Hailey that she could feel the heat pouring off her from her bubbling rage. ‘I’m sure Amathia thought she would be fine—and she knew what she was doing. You four have no idea.’
‘We were only trying to find the wand,’ Demi blurted out. Madam Grayson was one of the few people at the Academy who knew the truth about how Hailey and her friends had ended up in the Underworld. ‘We figured it could fix everything.’
Madam Grayson’s eyes widened like Demi had just said the four of them were about to go lava surfing. ‘Don’t you remember how dangerous that wand is? It almost brought back the gods.’
‘We know,’ Hailey said. ‘But it was all we could think of.’ 
‘The wand is gone. Amathia dropped it in a volcano.’
‘What?!’ Alec exclaimed. ‘That’s a piece of history. It—’ A look from Madam Grayson silenced him. 
‘It was too dangerous to keep—can you imagine what would have happened if the nereids got their hands on it? They could have found someone foolish enough to use it to awaken the gods.’
‘We’re sorry,’ Hailey said. There wasn’t time for Madam Grayson to stand around yelling at them. ‘But we need to go. Brennan was here with us and now he’s gone. Whatever took him can’t have gotten far. We need to go after it.’
Surprise flickered in Madam Grayson’s features for a second before her stern face returned. ‘There is no we. You know the nereids are back. If they find you, they’ll kill you. And that’s if what is taking students and teachers doesn’t get you first.’
‘Wait, you’re an expert on monsters and creatures,’ Hailey said. If the thing taking people is a monster, then Madam Grayson will probably recognise its calling card. ‘That has something to do with what’s making people vanish.’ Hailey pointed to the white powder beside Alec’s shoe. ‘Amathia understood what it was when Sir Bliss explained it to her. Maybe you’ll recognise it.’
Madam Grayson knelt beside the powder, rubbing some of it between her fingers as Alec had done. ‘It’s grainy but powdery at the same time. And it has a shimmer to it, like ground gemstones. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ She straightened, wiping the dust on her white dress. ‘I’ll have a Hecate examine it.’
‘What’s all this?’
Master Anderson marched towards them with three other teachers and ten fifth years, the fourteen of them coming down the same hallway Madam Grayson had. 
‘I’ve taken care of it,’ Madam Grayson told Master Anderson, and then focused her attention on a fifth year with blue-tinged hair. ‘Lila, can you please take them back to their common room.’
‘I’d like to come with you as backup,’ Aaron volunteered. ‘I’m assuming you’re on your way to confront the nereids.’ 
‘We have to go after Brennan,’ Hailey added.
‘No. That is our job,’ Madam Grayson corrected. ‘As well as confronting the nereids.’
‘I suppose that means you don’t know how to take control back of the palace,’ Hailey said, remembering she was meant to ask Madam Grayson about whether she’d found anything in the books she’d been studying.
‘I’m afraid not. Now go back to the common room and let us handle everything else.’
‘Okay,’ Hailey agreed, accepting that nothing she said would change Madam Grayson’s mind. Standing around arguing would only waste time—time that was allowing what had taken Brennan to get further and further away.
‘Meet us at the nereids’ chamber, Lila,’ Madam Grayson said before her, the other teachers, and the fifth years proceeded down the left hallway, marching away like they were heading into battle. 
‘Come on.’ Lila held out her hands.
‘Don’t suppose you’d be willing to take us to the nereids’ room too?’ Demi asked. ‘I’d love to see them get their butts kicked.’
‘No,’ Lila replied flatly. ‘Now let’s go. I’ve got more important things to do than ferry around third years.’
The world spun around them as they joined hands, colours mixing together like swirling paint. They were in the third year common room a heartbeat later, standing by the staircase. 
‘Don’t leave again,’ Lila warned before disappearing. 
Cold wrapped itself around Hailey like a blanket of snow. It was about twenty degrees colder up here than it had been downstairs. 
‘I hope it doesn’t take Madam Grayson long to beat the nereids into reversing what they did.’ Demi’s teeth chattered. 
‘And find Brennan and Stetho,’ Aaron added. ‘They really should have let us come for backup.’ 
Please, Tyches, let this all be over.
Hailey reached her hand through the common room’s open window, the icy air drilling into her bones like icicles. She flicked her hand at the snow clouds smothering the sun, sending them speeding out of sight. ‘I don’t know how much that will help,’ she said, closing the window’s crystal doors. 
Demi jigged about beside her to keep warm. ‘It’s better than nothing.’
‘I wish we still had our blankets at least,’ Alec said, his lips tinged blue.
‘Or at least a fire.’ Aaron gazed towards the empty fireplace, where pieces of glass glinted among the ashes. Someone had used a potion to destroy the wood. Students sat around it, shivering as they stared longingly at the crumbs of charred wood, as if trying to wish a fire into existence. 
‘If we had a conjurer we could fix the blanket and wood problem.’ Demi blew into her cupped hands. ‘Whoever wants us dead thought of everything.’
All the conjurers at the school were either missing or had been knocked out with a sleeping potion and woken to find a neutralising bracelet on their wrist, like Kallie had—someone definitely wanted them all freezing to death. But who? Who would help the nereids kill everyone? The Mysteries? Maybe the nereids were desperate enough to go to humans for help. Maybe someone here has a parent in the cult, and the Mysteries asked them to help the nereids kill everyone off. 
The only person she could think of who was evil enough to help the nereids kill students was Venus. But, aside from Hailey and her friends, Venus was only interested in torturing Uniques, and most of the missing students had god powers, so it couldn’t be her. 
‘It’s been an hour,’ Hailey said as they settled on the ground, the pearls as cold as ice cubes against the back of her legs. She wished she’d been wearing fleece tights and a woolly jumper when her clothes had been destroyed, instead of her school uniform. ‘Shouldn’t we have heard something by now?’
‘Not if the nereids aren’t giving anything up.’ Aaron leaned his back against a sofa. ‘I really wish they’d taken me as backup. My dad trained me for these types of situations,’ he mumbled to himself. 
Hailey sighed. She was used to being involved in the action, not sitting around waiting. ‘I wish we could do something.’ Like march into the nereids’ room and hurl a tornado at them. They’ve been behind everything this entire time, but Pandora said they hadn’t been anywhere near the palace. Hailey gasped. ‘Pandora! We forgot about Pandora.’ She kept her voice low so no students around her would hear. ‘She’s trapped on the island without Amathia coming for visits. She’ll have no idea what’s happening.’
Aaron leapt up. ‘We need to get her.’ 
‘We should tell Madam Grayson,’ Alec suggested, reluctantly standing up with Hailey and Demi. ‘She just gave us a big lecture about not getting involved in things that should be the teachers’ responsibility.’ 
‘Madam Grayson is a little busy right now,’ Demi pointed out. 
‘What are we supposed to do?’ Alec asked.
‘Take the sea-horses,’ Hailey said simply. 
‘Visiting the stable is forbidden, let alone riding the horses. I’ll have to tell Madam Grayson about this.’
Hailey whirled around to face Venus and the twins. Why do they always show up at the worst time? ‘It’s none of your business, Venus.’
‘I don’t really care. I’m more interested in making you pay for this.’ Venus held up her wrist; the gold neutralising bracelet was still latched around it. ‘There aren’t any teachers around to protect you.’
‘You don’t have your powers, what can you possibly do to us?’ Demi scoffed. ‘And if you’re planning to attack us, then you’re going to get your nose broken again—this time by me.’
Venus smirked. ‘Oh, you’re going to attack yourselves.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Hailey was two seconds away from shoving Venus into the twins and making a run for the staircase. 
Venus’s smirk widened. ‘Do it now.’
‘Your dad ruined everything!’ Alec blurted out, whipping around to Aaron.
Hailey opened her mouth to ask Alec what was going on and then closed it. Rage that burned as hot as the sun bubbled in her, burning away everything except one thing: her hate for Demi. She shoved her best friend, sending Demi thumping beside an armchair. ‘This is your fault. If you hadn’t been so obsessed with Brax, maybe we would have worked out what was happening.’
Demi sprang up, her green eyes so hate-filled they reminded Hailey of Nemertes’s. ‘My fault? You’re the Zeus. You’re meant to be amazing or whatever. You should have worked out what’s been happening by now. You never should have let the nereids come back here. Your job is to protect us. The prophecy—’
‘DON’T MENTION THE PROPHECY!’ Hailey lunged at Demi, her nails clawing out like talons.
Students gasped and scattered as Hailey and Demi landed on the ground, yanking hair and clawing at arms.
‘Stop it!’ A hand gripped the back of Hailey’s shirt and hauled her to her feet. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Jayden demanded, gripping Hailey’s shirt tighter as she thrashed around like a wild animal trying to get free.
‘Thanks. That makes it easier for me.’ Demi drew her fist back, her arm blasting forward as Hailey kicked her leg out.
‘Oomph,’ Demi groaned as Hailey’s foot collided with her stomach, sending her stumbling to her knees. 
‘Demi.’ Jayden dropped beside her, rubbing a hand on her back as she gasped in tiny breaths of air. 
Thud.
The burning rage pulsing through Hailey sizzled into smoke. Disgust at herself replaced it. ‘Oh no.’ She fell to her knees in front of Demi. ‘I’m so sorry. Are you okay?’
She nodded and pressed a hand to her chest as her tiny gasps of air turned into deep inhales. ‘I’m okay. I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean what I said. You being a Zeus doesn’t mean you’re responsible for saving everyone.’
‘I didn’t mean what I said either. None of this is your fault.’
‘What happened to you two?’ Jayden asked, helping Demi up. ‘Or should I say four.’ Alec and Aaron were on the ground, buttons torn from their shirts as if they’d been wrestling. 
‘Him,’ Tahlia’s voice said. 
Hailey stared over her shoulder. An unconscious boy lay at Tahlia’s feet, gold flecks of sleep dust sprinkled over his face. It took her a second to realise it was Bryce—the first-year Eris who had used his powers to get Demi to shove Cady. 
‘You really know how to spoil all the fun.’ Venus glared at Tahlia. 
Aaron lunged towards Venus so fast Hailey thought he’d bowl her over. But he stopped inches from her face, his fists opening and closing. ‘You better leave. Now.’
Venus was smart enough to look scared, and backed up a few steps into the twins. 
‘Wait.’ Aaron grabbed her wrist. ‘You’re warm.’
‘Get off me!’ Venus snarled, trying to rip her hand free, but Aaron only gripped her tighter. 
‘What?’ Demi strode towards them with Hailey and Jayden. She touched Venus’s arm, which didn’t have a single goosebump on it. ‘You are warm. How is that possible when the rest of us are freezing?’
Venus snatched her hand back, rubbing her wrist. ‘None of your business.’
‘You used a potion, didn’t you?’ Hailey demanded. The twins didn’t look as though they were cold either—their cheeks were practically glowing with warmth. ‘You stole warming potions from the Hecate room.’
Venus shrugged. ‘And what if we did?’
‘We’re freezing to death.’ Aaron’s voice was barely controlled rage. ‘Give us those potions. Now!’
‘Oh my. What is happening here? Break it up, ladies and gentlemen.’ Sir Bliss drifted into the common room from the door in the centre wall. He pointed to Bryce’s sleeping form beside Tahlia. ‘Is that Bryce?’
‘Yes.’ Tahlia’s cheeks flushed. ‘I had to use my powers on him because he was using his to get them’—she pointed to Hailey and her friends—‘to attack each other.’
‘It’s true. I saw it. And so did everyone else in the common room,’ Jayden said.
‘My, this is quite a pickle.’ Sir Bliss ran a hand through his blond curls, looking like he had no idea what to do. ‘I… um… I think perhaps you should wake him up, Tahlia, and send him back to his dorm. I will speak with him later. Now, what is happening here?’ Sir Bliss pointed between the evil trio and Hailey and her friends.
‘Sir Bliss, we were trying to help,’ Venus pleaded.
‘They got him to use his powers on us,’ Demi countered. 
‘And they stole warming potions from the Hecate room,’ Hailey added. ‘They’ve been drinking them to stay warm while the rest of us freeze.’
‘Is that true?’ Sir Bliss asked Venus and the twins.
Venus pursed her lips. ‘Yes, but the potions are all gone now. There wasn’t enough for everyone.’
‘You need to conduct a search of their dormitories right now,’ Aaron told Sir Bliss. ‘They’ll have more stashed away.’
‘I understand now what Madam Grayson meant about the eight of you driving her to madness.’ Sir Bliss focussed his attention on Venus. ‘Do you swear on the River Styx you don’t have any more potions?’
‘I swear.’
‘We swear too,’ Nerissa said.
‘They’re all gone,’ Cleo agreed.
Liars. Although Hailey wouldn’t put it past them to have guzzled them all down in one go. How selfish can someone be to hoard warming potions while everyone else freezes to death?
I should have let Cady hit them with a wart potion. 
‘All right, well that’s that. Please go and sit down, girls.’ Sir Bliss motioned for Venus and the twins to walk away.
‘Is everything okay?’ Hailey asked, noticing the dark circles under Sir Bliss’s eyes. ‘Have you heard something back from Madam Grayson?’
‘That’s why I’m here… Could everyone please listen,’ he said, turning his gaze to the rest of the common room. ‘I have some very upsetting news. Madam Grayson, along with several other teachers and fifth years, left to visit the nereids just over an hour ago. Unfortunately, they have not been seen since. And on top of that, it seems all of the fifth years have also disappeared… Oh, and considering everyone’s clothes have been burned to cinders, it’s possible a student or two are involved in this mess. So if you know of anyone acting a bit odd or smelling of smoke, do let me know.’
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Dorm Arrest
Hailey’s head was spinning, and the floor felt as if it would fall out from under her at any moment. No. Not again.
‘Please do not panic,’ Sir Bliss said. ‘I am taking over as your overseer. As you know, I am also overseer to the first years, so if you need me for anything, you will find me next door.’
‘What do you mean all the fifth years are missing?’ Alec asked, his voice scratchy, like he’d swallowed a spoonful of cinnamon. ‘They’re the most powerful students here. Are we all about to disappear too?’ His eyes shot around the common room, and he pointed one foot towards the sofa, ready to dive for cover if anything came charging in. 
‘I don’t really know,’ Sir Bliss said, the circles under his eyes darkening. ‘Perhaps they all popped out for a swim?’ 
‘What about Madam Grayson and the others? Did you check with the nereids?’ Hailey gripped her heart pendant. ‘They’re dangerous. They probably did something to them.’
‘I did go to the nereids. Madam Grayson and the others never made it there.’
‘No.’ Hailey’s heart was racing as fast as a galloping centaur. ‘They’re lying. They did something to them.’
Sir Bliss shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
‘We have to see them. I know they’re lying.’ Hailey stepped towards the staircase.
‘Hailey, stop.’
The serious tone in Sir Bliss’s voice halted her in her tracks. She’d never heard him sound serious before. She looked back at her Creative Arts teacher. 
‘I and the other teachers left are handling things. I think it best you go to your dorm until you calm down.’
‘We have to do something,’ Hailey argued.
‘The teachers are doing something. Now please go to your dorm.’
Sir Bliss crossed his arms, making it clear he was going to stay there until she did what he’d asked. 
‘Fine,’ she huffed, and marched towards the girls’ dormitories. ‘This is ridiculous,’ she declared, slamming the dorm door.
Demi dropped onto her bed, cupped her hands to her face, and burst into tears.
Hailey froze. She didn’t remember Demi crying once when they’d been trapped in Tartarus, or when she’d been dying from Poseidon’s Plague. She sank down next to her and wrapped an arm around her best friend’s shaking shoulders. ‘Demi, it’s okay.’
Demi sniffed. ‘No, it’s not. Amathia, Madam Norwood, Madam Grayson are all gone. They were the only teachers who could have stopped what’s happening. But they didn’t. They got caught too. And now an entire year has disappeared—a hundred power-equipped students have just poofed out of existence. The nereids are back. They’re freezing us to death, and there’s no one to stop them.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘I don’t think we’re going to win this time, Hails.’
‘I’m scared too,’ Hailey admitted. The Tyches of the world appeared to have abandoned them. But that’s exactly how Hailey had felt over the past two years every time she’d been thrown into a situation that looked hopeless. ‘And yeah, it doesn’t look like we have much of a chance of winning anything. But we’ve been in worse situations… We were imprisoned in Tartarus and had to take down two gods and the Erinyes before they could resurrect the Olympians. And last year the entire school almost got wiped out by a plague. Things looked hopeless then too. But we figured everything out, and we’ll do it again this time.’
Demi grabbed a tissue from her floating clamshell nightstand and blew her nose. ‘At least then we weren’t alone. Amathia was always there as our backup. But she’s gone now. And I like Sir Bliss, but I really don’t think he’s smart enough to work out what’s happening.’
‘Then we’ll have to. We’ll confront the nereids.’
Demi sniffed. ‘I thought the last time you did that they ended up chasing you through a killer maze.’
‘Yeah, they did, but there was only three of us then. Now we’ve got you. And Aaron can hold them back with his force field—maybe he can slam them against the wall until they at least put the palace’s force field back up.’ 
Demi forced a laugh. ‘I guess that could work, and I wouldn’t mind wrapping some seaweed around their throats.’
‘So let’s go.’ Hailey jumped up. 
‘Now? Sir Bliss sounded pretty serious when he told you to stay in your dorm—and Sir Bliss is never serious.’
‘It’s been about ten minutes,’ Hailey countered. ‘He wouldn’t still be standing in the common room. And who cares if someone tells him we left. We’re trying to save everyone’s lives.’
Demi swatted away her tears, her face transforming into a mask of determination as she stood up. ‘Okay.’
Hailey opened the door and almost ran into the back of a girl. ‘Excuse me,’ Hailey said, tapping her foot impatiently. 
The girl whirled around. Hailey frowned; she looked old enough to be a fourth year. ‘You’re not allowed to leave.’
‘Um, we can do whatever we want,’ Demi contradicted. ‘We’re not prisoners.’
‘Not exactly,’ the fourth year agreed. ‘But Sir Bliss doesn’t want you leaving your dorm. He asked me to make sure you don’t go anywhere and do something stupid.’
‘Are you kidding me?’ Hailey gaped. ‘He can’t keep us here.’
‘For now he can.’ 
‘There’s two of us and one of you,’ Demi pointed out. ‘You can’t stop us from leaving.’
‘I didn’t want to do this,’ the fourth year said when Demi tried to push past her. She sucked in a breath and exhaled, gold dust spraying from her mouth like a birthday card exploding glitter. 
Uh oh, Hailey thought, right before her eyes closed and she fell backwards.
‘Hailey. Demi.’
Someone called Hailey’s name through the darkness. They sounded so far away. ‘Yeah?’ she managed to mumble as she battled to open her eyelids, which were as heavy as iron doors. ‘Tahlia?’ Hailey said when her eyes finally opened and she found her friend standing over her. 
‘Thank the Tyches.’ White air puffed from Tahlia’s mouth. ‘I was starting to think you’d sleep forever.’
Hailey blinked. Where was she? She sat up and winced at the pulse of pain that shot through her head. ‘Ow,’ she said, her fingers finding a bump on the back of her head. ‘What happened?’ White air puffed from her mouth as well. She hugged her legs and tried not to think about how much the temperature had dropped. 
‘From what I can guess, another Hypnos used their powers on you—a really powerful one,’ Tahlia added. ‘I couldn’t wake you up with my powers. Demi’s still sleeping.’
Demi was lying beside Hailey, a pillow tucked under her head. ‘Did you give us pillows?’
‘No, I’m guessing the person who knocked you out did. She probably felt bad about letting your heads slam against the ground.’
Well that explains the headache. Hailey glanced at the window and gasped. It was dark. ‘How long have we been asleep for?’
Tahlia shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I thought it was weird that you didn’t come to dinner in the main hall, so I came to check on you. I’ve been trying to wake you for about an hour. It’s almost eight.’ 
‘Medusa! We’ve been asleep for four hours.’
‘Shh, sleeping,’ Demi mumbled, turning over.
‘Demi, you need to get up.’ Hailey shook her shoulder. ‘We’re supposed to be going after the nereids.’
Tahlia frowned. ‘What?’ 
Demi’s eyes flickered open. ‘Why am on the floor? Ouch,’ she yelped as she sat up. ‘Why does my head hurt?’
‘That stupid fourth year was a Hypnos,’ Hailey explained, ignoring the burst of pain in her skull as she lurched to her feet. ‘She knocked us out. It’s been four hours.’
‘Four hours!’ Demi leapt up and cringed, pressing a hand to her head. ‘We need to get those stupid nereids. Half the school could be frozen by morning.’
‘The nereids are dangerous,’ Tahlia argued. ‘They’ll kill you.’
‘They’ll try,’ Demi corrected. 
‘I’m coming with you,’ Tahlia declared. ‘I can knock out any teachers or fourth years on patrol.’
‘Okay,’ Hailey agreed. Having a Hypnos around will be helpful, since their powers work on nereids and monsters—well, small monsters. ‘Let’s get the boys. We’ll need Aaron’s force field.’
The hallway was empty when they walked into it. Maybe Sir Bliss decided to call off his fourth year. Or maybe he’s not around anymore. Maybe all the teachers are gone now.

‘It’s curfew, back to your dorms,’ a boy’s voice snapped when they opened the door into the common room. To Hailey’s relief, it wasn’t the Hypnos. She probably could have hit them with a sleep cloud before Tahlia could get close enough to use her own powers.
Tahlia didn’t hesitate. She leapt forward and blew a puff of sleep dust at the fourth year. ‘Hey—’ the fourth year’s words cut off as his eyes snapped closed. He sagged backwards, collapsing onto a floor cushion.
‘Good job.’ Demi patted Tahlia on the back. ‘Let’s get the bo—’
The boys’ dormitory door banged open. 
Hailey couldn’t help but smile when she saw Alec and Aaron frozen in the doorway, staring at the three of them, surprised. 
‘We were just coming to get you,’ Aaron said.
‘Well, we beat you to it,’ Demi replied. ‘Now, let’s go.’
‘Okay, but I’m going first. I’ll keep my force field up. That way we’ll be protected if we cross paths with whatever has been taking people.’
Hailey followed Aaron down the stairs, her mind scrambling for answers about what this thing kidnapping people was. Stetho?
What kind of a name is Stetho? It sounds like a name from the gods’ time. Could it be a super evil nereid? Is it possible for a nereid to be eviller than Nemertes? Nah. Perhaps a monster then? A sea-monster? Maybe one of Poseidon’s children? It could have the power to turn into a monster in the water and a human on land. It could snatch people and take them into the sea. No, that wouldn’t be good. That would mean it would drown them. And that also doesn’t explain why Brennan didn’t shout out when he’d been attacked—or how all the fifth years disappeared. What could take that many power-equipped students? Well, whatever it is, it’s not getting past Aaron’s force field. 
‘Wait.’ Aaron stopped when they were halfway down the stairs to the entryway. His palms were still stretched in front of him. 
Hailey peered over his shoulder. A girl was lying on the entryway floor, just in front of the doors. It looked like she’d escaped from the freezing cold outside only to die of hypothermia. ‘We need to help her.’
‘No. It could be a trap,’ Aaron warned. ‘At least one student is involved, remember? Maybe playing dead is how they’ve been luring people into a trap.’ 
‘We still have to check,’ Demi argued.
‘Slowly,’ Aaron said, palms still out.
They crept down the stairs. The unconscious girl didn’t so much as shiver. 
‘Hailey, you go,’ Aaron said as he stopped at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Everyone else stay behind me.’ 
Hailey edged around Aaron’s force field, a tiny prickle of fear stroking her spine. Please don’t suddenly jump up and dematerialise with me, Hailey thought as she dropped to her knees beside the unmoving figure. Although if that did happen, she’d at least know where everyone had disappeared to.
She pressed her fingers to the girl’s wrist, feeling for a pulse. Her skin was as cold as a glacier. ‘I can’t find a pulse,’ Hailey said, her voice wavering a bit. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead, she begged as she shifted the girl’s strawberry blonde hair from her face. ‘It’s Pandora!’
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Time for Answers
‘Pandora?’ Demi bolted to Hailey’s side, sinking to her knees. ‘It is Pandora. She looks… dead.’ Demi gulped. 
‘Who’s Pandora?’ Tahlia asked, remaining by the staircase. 
‘Hope,’ Demi said. ‘We, uh, call her Pandora sometimes as a nickname.’
Tahlia cocked an eyebrow. ‘Um, okay. But why is she here? I thought she left the Academy.’
‘It’s a long story,’ Hailey said, and then spotted Pandora’s bare wrist. Thank the Tyches she’s not wearing her neutralising bracelet. ‘She won’t be dead for long.’ 
‘Let’s get her to the healing wing,’ Aaron suggested, his hands still extended out. Alec, you carry her so I can keep my force field up.’
Alec slid his hands under Pandora and scooped her up. ‘It’s like holding an ice sculpture.’ Alec shivered. ‘I might freeze to death from carrying her.’ 
‘Would you prefer I carry her and we walk around without my force field protecting us?’
Alec shook his head, his lips tingeing blue. ‘No. It’s okay. I can do it.’ 
They moved as quickly as they dared, keeping an eye out around them, just in case the nereids suddenly appeared, or Stetho snuck up on them. 
When they finally made it to the healing wing, Madam Mendem was fluffing up a pillow on one of the beds. ‘Oh my. Is she… dead?’ She pointed to Pandora as Alec lowered her onto a bed. Hailey caught a brief glimpse of Pandora’s sword strapped to her back. 
‘Yes.’ Aaron dropped his hands, allowing Madam Mendem past his force field. ‘But she’s an immortal. It’s Pa—Hope.’ 
Madam Mendem sighed with relief and touched Pandora’s blue-tinged skin. ‘She feels as frozen as the Arctic Sea. I think she might need a little help coming back from this one, given how cold the palace is now. I have a few warming potions stashed away.’ She scurried towards the other end of the healing wing.
‘I still don’t understand why Hope, Pandora—whatever—is here,’ Tahlia said.
Hailey was too tired for lies. ‘Hope is really Pandora—the actual Pandora from history. She was the one who spread Poseidon’s Plague last year. But the nereids made her do it. She’s a good person. And she saved everyone in the end. She’s been acting as a spy for Amathia this year, checking to make sure the nereids don’t get up to anything.’
‘Hailey,’ Alec rebuked her. ‘We promised Amathia we wouldn’t tell anyone.’
‘I’m pretty sure my whole Pandora-is-a-nickname thing didn’t work on Tahlia,’ Demi argued. ‘And Tahlia won’t tell anyone.’
‘No, I promise,’ she said, sounding a little dazed, like she was trying to work out if this was all real or a dream. ‘I can’t believe that is actually Pandora.’ 
‘Got it.’ Madam Mendem shuffled to Pandora’s side and poured the blood red liquid into Pandora’s mouth. ‘This way she’ll be toasty warm when she wakes up and won’t die from hypothermia again.’ She focused her attention on Hailey and her friends, a stern look on her face. ‘Now, would you like to explain why you’re wandering around the palace after curfew?’ 
‘Please don’t tell Sir Bliss or anyone else we’re here,’ Hailey begged. ‘We’re trying to save the school, and we don’t think Sir Bliss knows what he’s doing.’ It was harsh, but true.
‘I really should send a letter to Sir Bliss,’ Madam Mendem said. ‘But I think you’re right about him having no idea what he’s doing. And you four’—she nodded at Hailey, Demi, Alec, and Aaron—‘always seem to find a way to solve the unsolvable problems.’
‘So you won’t tell Sir Bliss we’re here?’ Demi asked.
‘Not for the moment.’ 
‘Hailey?’
Hailey spun back to Pandora, who was sitting up and frowning. ‘Pandora, you’re back.’
‘What happened to you?’ Demi asked. ‘You were frozen when we found you in the entryway.’
‘I…’ Pandora’s eyes fell on Tahlia standing beside Alec. ‘Should we speak in private?’
‘She knows,’ Hailey said. ‘We can trust Tahlia.’
‘Okay.’ Pandora nodded. ‘Well, I was on the island and I saw the nereids leave. I sent Amathia a letter straight away to tell her. After not hearing anything back from her for a few hours, I started to worry. I sent Amathia another letter and waited again. When she didn’t reply, I knew something was wrong. I had a vague idea of where the palace would be so I started swimming.’
‘The water would have been below zero!’ Alec gasped. 
Pandora hugged her arms as if feeling the freezing water wrap around her again. ‘I took off my neutralising bracelet before I went in. I died a few times getting here, but I had to know what was happening. So?’ she prompted Hailey. ‘Where’s Amathia and the nereids?’
Hailey swallowed, not sure how to tell Pandora how messed up everything was. ‘Amathia is gone. She vanished along with most of the teachers. And the nereids are back. They stopped the palace and lowered the force field to freeze us to death.’
Pandora gulped. ‘That’s bad. Do you have any idea what’s been happening to the people going missing?’
Hailey shrugged. ‘Kind of. Sir Bliss had a premonition about someone named Stetho. Amathia knew who it was and she said she’d take care of it, and that’s when she disappeared. I don’t suppose you know who Stetho is?’
Pandora shook her head. ‘Sorry. No.’
‘That’s okay,’ Demi told her. ‘We were on our way to interrogate the nereids when we found you. We’ll find out from them—can we borrow your sword?’
‘No, no, no,’ Madam Mendem said, reminding Hailey that the school nurse was still standing next to them. ‘I cannot let you go to the nereids’ chamber. They are too dangerous.’
‘It’s the only way to end this,’ Aaron argued. ‘The Academy’s top priority right now is getting the palace’s force field back up, but that requires Amathia, and only the nereids know where she is. You said we have a way of fixing things when no one else can. You have to trust us.’
Madam Mendem shook her head. ‘No, I can’t let you go alone. I’ll tell Sir Bliss and ask him and the other teachers to take you with them.’
‘Sir Bliss doesn’t know what he’s doing,’ Demi protested. ‘You agreed with that. We know how to deal with the nereids. He’ll just mess it up.’
‘I can’t let you go alone.’ Madam Mendem was obstinate. ‘They could kill you. I’ll send a letter to Sir Bliss.’
‘Madam Mendem.’ Tahlia stepped towards the nurse as she moved to walk away.
‘You won’t change my mind,’ Madam Mendem said as she turned back towards them. 
‘I know,’ Tahlia admitted. ‘I’m sorry.’ She blew out a breath of white air that sparkled with gold dust. 
Aaron rushed forward as Madam Mendem slumped, pushing her just slightly enough that she fell back on a bed. ‘Good thinking, Tahlia.’
Tahlia chewed her lip. ‘Do you think I’ll get expelled for this?’
‘Not if we save the school,’ Demi said. 
‘Maybe we should have let Madam Mendem get Sir Bliss.’ Alec rubbed his arms, shivering. ‘It’d be nice to have some extra protection.’
‘Sir Bliss’s only Apollo powers are being good at creative stuff and getting premonitions,’ Aaron pointed out. ‘He doesn’t have any defensive abilities. We’re better off without him getting in the way.’
‘And we’ve got Tahlia’s powers too—and Pandora has kicked their arses before.’ Demi paused and frowned at Pandora. ‘Hang on. You took off your neutralising bracelet. Does that mean we’ll all get Poseidon’s Plague again? Because I’d rather not start bleeding from the eyes. That was really gross.’
‘No.’ Pandora pushed to her feet. ‘I can control my powers for now, and if I feel them start to take over, I’ll put the neutralising bracelet back on.’
‘Are you sure you have your powers under control?’ Alec swallowed. ‘My throat feels a little sore.’
Aaron rolled his eyes. ‘Let’s go.’ He raised his palms in front of him and took the lead from the healing wing.
‘So what’s the plan when we get to the nereids’ room?’ Tahlia asked as they reached the bottom of the healing wing stairs.
‘We ask them what in Tartarus they’ve done with Amathia and everyone else,’ Demi said simply as they followed the long hallway towards the entryway. ‘And when they say they’re not going to tell us, we’ll use our powers on them and make them talk.’
‘I hope they don’t have any sea-urchin bombs.’ Alec was still rubbing his arms, looking as if he wanted to run upstairs to his dorm and hide under his bed until this was all over. ‘Madam Mendem isn’t exactly around to heal us.’
‘I’ll protect you if they do,’ Pandora promised. ‘It doesn’t matter if I die.’
Tahlia narrowed her eyes at Pandora, sceptical. ‘So how exactly are you Pandora? I thought she was—you were—human.’
‘Technically I’m a demi-god,’ Pandora explained. ‘But I was mortal, until the gods died. When their powers fell from the sky, I absorbed immortality.’ 
Tahlia tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. ‘So what god is your parent?’
‘Zeus,’ Pandora ground out the word.
‘Wow,’ Tahlia gasped. ‘I was not expecting that.’
‘Okay, we’re at the point of no return,’ Aaron said as they emerged in the entryway. ‘If anyone doesn’t want to come, now’s your chance to go back upstairs.’
Alec’s gaze drifted up the staircase. Hailey waited for him to step towards it. To declare they were all mad and he was getting Sir Bliss. Instead he sucked in a breath and puffed up his chest, seeming to come to the realisation that they were the Academy’s only hope. 
‘Let’s go.’ Aaron didn’t even take one step before someone came from the left archway. Hailey froze, thinking it was a teacher, but relaxed when she recognised Cady’s surprised face.
‘Cady?’ Aaron dropped his hands before she could run into his force field. 
‘I… What are you doing here?’
‘Us?’ Demi crossed her arms. ‘You’re the one sneaking back from wherever you were. And where exactly was that?’
‘I was… I couldn’t sleep. It was so cold. I went to the stable thinking it might be warmer in there—that maybe Hephaestus had installed warming lamps for the horses.’ 
‘Why are you walking around alone?’ Hailey asked. ‘You’re lucky whatever is taking people didn’t get you.’
‘Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. It might be warmer wherever the others are.’ Cady rubbed her arms. ‘Why are you out here?’
‘We’re about to solve the palace issue,’ Demi said. ‘We’re going to get the nereids to reverse what they did and bring back Amathia and everyone else. So you just go back to bed, and when you wake up in the morning, we’ll have saved the school.’ 
Cady’s eyes widened. ‘The nereids? You shouldn’t go after them.’
‘We’ve dealt with them before, we know how dangerous they are,’ Hailey said.
Cady’s gaze settled on Pandora and she frowned. ‘You, um. You’re Hope, aren’t you? I thought you left.’
‘I came back for a visit before all of this happened. Amathia told me to stay out of sight, though, since I’m not technically a student here anymore.’
‘You really should go back upstairs.’ Aaron’s fingers tapped impatiently against his leg. ‘Jayden wouldn’t want you out here alone.’
Terror seized Cady’s features. ‘You didn’t ask him to go with you, did you?’
‘No,’ Aaron said. 
‘Good. I, um, wouldn’t want anything happening to him.’
Demi cocked an eyebrow. ‘But you’re okay with something happening to us?’
‘No, that’s not what I meant. I… I…’
‘Go back to bed, Cady,’ Aaron said. ‘And please don’t tell anyone you saw us down here.’
‘I won’t.’ Cady skittered past them and up the stairs.
‘I can’t believe Cady is brave enough to walk around the palace alone at night,’ Tahlia remarked as they drifted through the left archway.
‘I think Venus is the only thing she’s scared of,’ Hailey said. 
Although Hailey was surprised she hadn’t run the idea of sneaking down to the stable past Jayden. Maybe their relationship isn’t going so well these days. That’ll make Demi happy.

‘What happens if the monster or whatever sneaks up behind us?’ Alec glanced over his shoulder as they wound their way through the hallways. 
Demi rolled her eyes. ‘If it was behind us, we would have seen it.’
‘Not if it’s invisible.’ Alec glanced over his shoulder again. ‘I don’t like this. I don’t like not knowing things. If we at least knew what the thing taking people was I’d feel better.’ 
‘I’m scared too,’ Tahlia told him, and stretched out her fingers, wrapping them around Alec’s hand. ‘But at least we’re not alone.’
Alec’s eyes widened. He glanced down at Tahlia’s hand on his and gulped. ‘Um, yeah, that’s true.’ 
‘When we get to the nereids’ room, I’ll be keeping my force field up—this time high enough that they won’t be able to throw any sea-urchin bombs over it. I’ll push them against the wall until they tell us what’s going on.’
Alec was turning paler by the second, and Hailey thought he might faint at any moment. ‘And what if your force field breaks?’
‘It won’t.’ Aaron’s voice was absolute. 
Hailey believed him. The nereids had put them through too much. There was no line her and her friends wouldn’t cross to get what they wanted. If Hailey had to, she would get Alec to punch a hole through the wall so she could zap the nereids with lightning until they told the truth. This was the only way. The only chance they had. If they didn’t get the nereids to talk, then they were all dead. 
‘Everyone get ready.’ Aaron’s voice was a whisper as they approached the nereids’ room. He kept one palm raised while he used his other hand to twist the nereids’ pearl door handle. His hand shot back up as the door flew open and he lunged inside. Hailey bolted in behind him, ready to see Nemertes’s scowling face. But the room was empty. 
‘They’re not here,’ Demi stated the obvious. 
‘I’ve never been in this room before.’ Tahlia glided a hand over one of the clamshell sinks.
‘Where would they be?’ Hailey had been certain they would be here. She didn’t know anywhere else that they liked to hang out.
‘The sea,’ Aaron suggested, dropping his hands. ‘They probably took the sea-horses for a ride.’
‘But they only did that when they were keeping things from Amathia,’ Alec pointed out. ‘She’s not around to spy on them, so why would they take the sea-horses out, especially during the night?’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Pandora said. ‘It actually might be a good thing. Now we can hide here and wait for them to return. They’ll probably be so pleased that things are going their way they’ll start bragging about their plan.’
‘Back to spying again.’ Demi clapped her hands together. ‘Just like the good old days.’
‘Um, one problem.’ Tahlia put down the mother-of-pearl brush she’d been admiring, resting it on one of the sinks. ‘There’s nowhere to hide.’
Hailey smirked. ‘We know a place.’
Aaron strode towards the painting of Poseidon and the nereids, lifting it off the wall to reveal a passageway with tiny lights embedded in its crystal walls. 
‘Ooh, I missed out on this secret passageway last time.’ Demi skipped towards it.
‘Wow,’ Tahlia gasped. ‘What do you get up to when no one is around?’
‘You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,’ Demi said. 
‘Are we sure this is a good idea?’ Alec stared anxiously down the long passageway. ‘If they find us like they did last time, we’ll have to go back through that maze.’ He trembled. 
‘We only got caught because you sneezed,’ Aaron pointed out. 
‘I had Poseidon’s Plague,’ Alec argued. ‘I couldn’t help it.’
‘I know,’ Aaron said, patting him on the back. ‘Come on. Everyone inside.’ 
Everyone except Alec piled into the passageway, which was tall enough for them to stand up in. The lights embedded in the walls glowed brighter as Alec fixed the painting back on the wall, concealing the passageway. 
‘It’s smaller than I remember,’ Alec said as he fazed through the painting and squeezed past Aaron, Hailey, and Demi so he could stand at the back with Tahlia and Pandora.
‘There were only three of us last time,’ Hailey reminded him.
‘Shh,’ Aaron hissed. ‘We don’t know when they’ll be back. We can’t risk them hearing us talking.’
They didn’t have to wait long. Hailey was sure only five minutes had passed before the door clicked open. Everyone stiffened. 
‘I do love wandering the palace’s hallways again.’ Hailey recognised Nesso’s voice. 
‘Do you suppose any of the humans are dead yet?’ Pherusa asked. ‘How long would it take them to freeze?’
‘I do not believe they will last any longer than a few days,’ Nemertes’s voice replied. ‘And that’s if Stetho doesn’t get them first.’
‘It really was a brilliant plan to release her,’ Ligea remarked. ‘We should have done it years ago.’
‘Too risky,’ Nemertes replied. ‘She is unpredictable. She could have harmed us as well. Using her was the absolute last option.’
Maera giggled with glee. ‘Everything is happening just as we planned. Poseidon will be so pleased when he returns.’
Oh no, not the gods again. Please tell me they don’t have a plan to wake up the gods.
‘Sisters, does that painting look crooked to you?’ Nemertes asked.
Hailey’s body turned as rigid as a gorgon’s victim. Please don’t come over here. Please. It was one thing to face the nereids in an open room where Hailey and her friends could corner them, but another for the nereids to trap them in a passageway. And Hailey really, really didn’t want to go through that nightmarish maze again. 
‘Why yes, Nemertes, it does look crooked,’ Nesaea agreed. 
The painting flew off the wall.
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Aaron threw his hands out, shooting his palms straight at Nemertes and her sisters. They flew backwards with a shriek as his force field ploughed into them. ‘GO!’ Aaron shouted.
Alec scrambled down the passageway, with everyone else following behind. How is this happening again? Hailey thought as the passageway turned off to the right. It’s last year all over again. 
‘Uh oh,’ Alec squeaked as the six of them stumbled to a stop. 
A crystal wall blocked the end of the passageway. But it wasn’t like the smooth polished walls in the rest of the palace. This crystal was uncut and rough, and reminded Hailey of an iceberg. Where in Tartarus did that come from?
‘How’d you get past it last time?’ Demi’s gaze shot over her shoulder, keeping watch for the nereids. 
‘It wasn’t here last time.’ Aaron smacked his hand against it. ‘Tartarus, I thought it might be an illusion… Alec, you’ll have to use your powers to get us through.’
‘Punching through it will take too long—and crystal is as sharp as knives when you break it. My hand will get destroyed.’ Alec clutched his fists protectively to his chest. 
‘Not your Heracles powers. Your Unique powers,’ Aaron corrected. 
‘I can’t. I haven’t developed my powers enough to take people with me through objects.’
‘What about the wall?’ Pandora asked. ‘Use your fazing powers on the wall and then we can all pass through it.’
‘I’ve never done that before.’
‘Well, you better be a natural at it, because I don’t think my powers knocked out the nereids,’ Aaron said. ‘Do it, Alec. Now. Or we’re all dead.’
Hailey clutched her necklace. Please, Tyches, let this work. She didn’t think they’d stand much of a chance against the nereids in this passageway. Sure, Aaron could use his force field to hold them back, but the nereids struck Hailey as being patient enough to let them starve to death. 
Alec rested his hand on the rough crystal wall. ‘Please, please, please,’ he muttered. ‘Faze. Please faze.’ 
‘We are coming,’ Nemertes’s voice taunted in the distance. Hailey imagined her and her sisters slithering into the passageway. It wouldn’t take them long to reach this point. 
‘Hurry up, Alec,’ Demi urged.
‘I’m trying.’ Alec gulped, looking as though he wished he’d run back up the stairs to get Sir Bliss when he’d had the chance. 
‘You can do this, Alec.’ Tahlia placed a hand on his, her fingertips just resting on the crystal. ‘Concentrate. Feel yourself go airy and pass that feeling on to the wall.’
‘Okay... Go airy. Pass it on to the crystal,’ he repeated as sweat dripped down his face.
Come on, Hailey thought as Alec closed his eyes. She could feel the nereids closing in on them with their silent footsteps. Prowling closer and closer. 
‘Good,’ Tahlia said when Alec’s hand passed through the wall, as if his arm were made of mist. ‘Now pass that power on to the wall. Let it flow from you like the River Acheron flows into the Underworld,’ Tahlia instructed, her voice calm, acting as if they weren’t seconds away from psycho sea-nymphs attacking them.
Hailey didn’t breathe. She didn’t want to do anything to distract Alec. Come on, Tyches. Please let this work. She almost laughed when the wall blurred like an out-of-focus photo. 
‘I did it.’ Alec looked more surprised than anyone else.
‘Everyone get through,’ Aaron ordered.
Hailey was the fourth one to go through, following behind Demi. Pins and needles pricked at her skin as everything around her blurred. And then she was on the other side of the wall. 
‘AHHH!’ Aaron cried out, forcing Hailey to whip around. The wall was solid again, and had trapped Aaron’s left foot inside it. 
‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ Alec sputtered, running through the crystal. ‘I can fix it.’ He rested his hand on Aaron’s leg; it turned all blurry, like the wall had, and Aaron stumbled forward. 
‘Are you okay?’ Hailey asked, cringing at the blood dripping from his cut-up ankle. 
Aaron gritted his teeth. ‘I’ll be fine. Keep moving.’
They scrambled the extra few feet out of the passageway, Alec wrapping a hand around Aaron’s waist to help him. 
‘Whoa,’ Demi gasped. 
Hailey came out after her, her breath catching as her fingertips exploded in tingles. The place was basically how she remembered it, with life-size paintings of Poseidon’s lovers, like Demeter and the nereids, lining the walls. But the painting of Medusa that had hung on the back wall had been removed; a passageway like the one they’d just come through stood in its place. But this one wasn’t lit with tiny lights in the crystal walls. It was dark. Like a tomb. 
‘I think we know where Stetho has been hiding,’ Aaron remarked. 
‘Where are we?’ Tahlia gazed around. ‘I’ve never seen this part of the palace before.’
‘Do you remember that impenetrable force field PET was trying to get through last year?’ Hailey asked.
Tahlia nodded. 
‘We’re on the other side of it. This is where Poseidon hid his lovers from his wife Amphitrite—at least that’s Alec’s theory.’
‘And maybe he hid a monster in here too.’ Alec’s voice was so quiet Hailey had to strain to hear him. 
‘I guess it’s time to meet this Stetho.’ Aaron raised his palms.
‘No,’ Alec hissed. ‘We’re not facing a monster. We’re telling Sir Bliss so he and the teachers can face it.’ 
‘This ends now,’ Aaron said, his voice absolute. ‘Anyone who’s coming, stay behind me,’ he ordered before limping forward. 
Pandora drew the sword from the sheath on her back, the blade glinting in the light cast by the glowing orbs above them, and followed next.
Hailey’s entire body shook, but it wasn’t from the cold. This passageway had to be where Stetho was hiding. As much as she wanted to run away and let the teachers fight the monster, she couldn’t abandon those who might be somewhere inside, petrified and screaming for help. Like Kora and Brennan, who were only taken because of her. She had to save them. She couldn’t risk letting this chance go, not when so many teachers had failed. Like Aaron said, it ended now. 
Hailey clutched her heart pendant as she entered the passageway; air as stale as a hundred-year-old window-less room wrapped around her. This is it, she thought, tiptoeing after her friends. They were about to find out what Stetho was. What could make people disappear so fast they didn’t even have time to scream? 
‘I wasn’t expecting that,’ Aaron mumbled as he walked into the room at the end of the passageway.
It was a large space—about the size of their common room—dimly lit by floating orbs. A bed was in the centre of the room, draped with tattered canopies that looked a thousand years old. That was all Hailey could see. Because shimmering white statues cluttered the rest of the area. But they weren’t really statues. She recognised them as the students and teachers who’d gone missing. 
Stetho’s a gorgon!
‘Kora!’ Tahlia ran up to the statue of Kora, just to the left of the passageway. Her mouth was open, as though she’d been about to scream when she’d been turned to stone. That was what all the statues looked like.
‘It makes sense now.’ Hailey spun to face Alec, surprised he’d decided to follow them inside. He brushed his fingers over the statue of a girl with eyes as wide as a full moon, and stared at the shimmering powder left on his fingers. ‘That white powder we found on the ground was statue dust. There’s been a gorgon here this whole time… We should go. Now that we know what Stetho is, we can tell Sir Bliss. He’ll bring the teachers and fourth years here.’
‘We’re not leaving.’ Demi’s eyes combed over the hundred statues. ‘We need to find Amathia and Madam Grayson. If we can bring them back, they can help us… Hey, I see Madam Grayson.’
‘Don’t move.’ Aaron grabbed Demi’s arm before she could run off. ‘You need to stay behind me. Otherwise I can’t protect you with my force field.’
‘It’s not possible to bring someone back without a spell or potion,’ Alec said, his face growing as white as the statues around them. ‘And that doesn’t always work either. We need to get help.’
‘I agree.’ Pandora was clutching her sword so tightly Hailey could see the white in her knuckles. ‘Gorgons are immortal. Only an adamantine sword can kill them.’
‘Like Perseus’s sword.’ Demi whirled to Alec. ‘We need to get that sword from your house.’
‘How? The travelling necklaces are gone. Remember?’
‘They’re here.’ Hailey spotted the familiar wooden chests scattered in front of the tattered bed. 
‘Good. Let’s get the necklaces and then get out of here.’ Aaron limped forward.
Hailey glimpsed Madam Norwood’s petrified face among the statues, right next to Amathia’s. She looked away. She didn’t want to think about the fact that they were trapped inside the stone. Probably screaming for help. 
‘Grab one of the necklaces, Alec.’ Aaron’s eyes darted around the room, alert for Stetho. ‘Hurry, she could be back at any moment.’ 
Alec dashed forward and then yelped, leaping back when someone—something—materialised in front of the chests.
Even Hailey stumbled back a step. From what she’d learned at school, and in movies, gorgons were supposed to be hideous creatures with snakes for hair—like Medusa had been. But the gorgon standing in front of her was actually pretty. Long dark hair framed her young face, which was as beautiful as a nymph’s. The only thing that gave her away as a monster was the thick scaly snake tail that started at her waist. She raised herself up on the tail, surveying them with glittering green eyes. 
It took Hailey a second to realise she should have been a statue by now. Doesn’t a gorgon’s gaze instantly turn you to stone? And then she remembered Aaron’s force field. Thank the Tyches for his powers. 
‘Hello, little humans.’ Stetho’s voice was sweet, almost like a child’s. ‘Have you come to join my collection?’
‘No.’ Aaron pushed his force field forward, just enough to let Stetho know it was there. ‘You can’t touch us. Now turn everyone back or we’ll use our powers on you.’ 
Stetho giggled and flicked her hand at the force field, sending ripples shooting across it. ‘I like it when they fight.’
‘Do what he said, Stetho,’ Pandora ordered, the point of her sword aimed directly at Stetho’s heart. 
‘How do you know my name?’ 
‘We learned it from the nereids,’ Demi said. 
‘Oh yes, they helped me build my collection.’ Stetho slithered to the left, running a hand over a statue of a boy. His hands were reaching for his face, trying to shield his eyes. Clearly, he hadn’t been quick enough. ‘I never used to like the nereids. But they’re not so cruel now—that’s why they’re not statues yet.’ 
‘Have you been living here since the school opened?’ Alec’s voice shook as he asked the question. 
Stetho slithered between the statues, admiring the faces frozen in terror. ‘Oh, much longer than that. Centuries—it’s been rather boring.’
Aaron shifted his force field to follow the gorgon as she moved around the room. ‘How did you get here? Why haven’t you attacked us before?’
Stetho hesitated for a moment, staring back at them, stunned, as if Aaron had just asked her why she had a tail. ‘No one has ever asked me for my story before.’ She paused, her face thoughtful. ‘I think I will share it with you. It’s not as though you’re going anywhere.’ She giggled and continued admiring her statues like a sculptor admiring their creations. 
‘Poseidon was my father, and my mother was Medusa—she was pregnant with me when Athena transformed her into a gorgon… I don’t really remember her. I was only three when Perseus slayed her.’ She trailed her fingers over the statues as she slithered around them, white powder shimmering on her hands. ‘Mother was smart enough to keep me hidden, though, so Perseus never knew I was there.’ Stetho was on the other side of the room now, far enough away that Hailey and her friends could sprint to the door and escape if they wanted to—or more like dared to. ‘After Poseidon heard what had happened to my mother, he came for me and brought me back here. I was never allowed to leave,’ she went on, slithering her way back towards Hailey and her friends. 
‘Father said if his wife found out about me, she would cut my head off like Perseus cut off my mother’s. So he created a prison. A spell blocks me from entering any secret passageways, and at the end of this hall is a maze. Father created it just for me so that I could never escape. Oh, but I tried many times.’ Stetho swung her tail towards them, careful not to hit any of the statues. Scars ran down the sides of her tail, and Hailey remembered the razor-sharp oysters that had shot at her ankles when she’d been in the maze. She’d thought the shells had been designed to shoot at people’s ankles to slow them down, but looking at the scars on Stetho’s tail, Hailey realised the oyster booby-traps were to stop Stetho from slithering free of the maze. 
‘When Father died, I thought the nereids would release me,’ she said, weaving between the statues again. ‘But they didn’t. They never even visited me—except for Amathia. She was the only one brave enough to come here and bring me food. I liked her… Nemertes came here recently though. She told me she’d give me a travelling necklace with the power to leave my prison and materialise around the palace, if I promised to turn as many humans into stone as I could. I’ve wanted my own collection my entire life. And is it not lovely?’ She threw her arms out and grinned.
‘Those are people,’ Demi said with disgust. ‘You can’t just turn people into statues. They’re alive.’
‘The gods created your kind to worship them. You are playthings, nothing more.’
‘No, Demi.’ Hailey grabbed her friend when she tried to lunge forward, obviously forgetting that she’d slam into Aaron’s force field.
‘I don’t understand about the necklace,’ Alec said, his voice as meek as a rabbit cornered by a minotaur. ‘The travelling necklaces are designed to take us home and to the island. They shouldn’t be able to transport a person around the palace.’
Stetho touched the winged pendant around her neck. ‘This one is special. The nereids had a Hecate and Hephaestus change the enchantment on it so it could transport me past the spells trapping me, and take me around the palace.’
‘Where did the Hecate and Hephaestus come from?’ Tahlia asked.
Stetho shrugged. ‘I never met them.’ She stopped a yard in front of Hailey and her friends, her back facing the passageway. ‘This conversation is boring me. It’s time for you to become pretty statues.’ 
‘Not gonna happen.’ Aaron’s palms were still up. ‘Your powers don’t work through my force field.’
Stetho giggled. ‘You think your magical shield has kept my gaze from turning you to stone?’ She giggled again, the eerie sound echoing around the room. ‘Humans are so foolish. I am only part gorgon. I have the power to choose whom I turn to stone.’ Stetho’s eyes glowed bright red, like fluorescent rubies.
Hailey’s gaze shot to the ground. Please let Aaron’s force field have rebounded her powers. Hailey glanced at Aaron. Her breath hitched. His palms were still up, but he was a statue. And behind him, Alec was stone as well.




30 
The Storm
‘RUN!’ Pandora yelled, charging at Stetho with her sword.
Hailey, Demi, and Tahlia sprinted around them, none of them daring to look towards Stetho as she ducked and weaved away from Pandora’s blows. 
They were almost to the passageway when Pandora cried out. Thud. Her screams cut off; at the same time, Stetho’s tail whacked into Hailey and her friends’ legs like a whip, sending them tripping forward. 
‘Demi!’
Hailey’s head snapped towards Tahlia’s voice. Demi lay unconscious, blood trickling from a gash on her head. Hailey crawled towards her. ‘Thank the Tyches,’ she sighed when she saw her best friend’s chest rise and fall. She was alive.
Chills crept down Hailey’s spine like a hundred tarantulas scurrying over her skin with their furry legs. Stetho was nearby—she could feel it. Watching. Waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Her neck twitched for her to turn around and see where the monster was—Stetho could be right behind her. But if she did that, she’d turn to stone. Just focus on Demi. Don’t look anywhere else.
‘What do we do?’ Tahlia’s eyes stayed on Demi as well, like her life depended on it. 
‘Can you use your powers on her?’
‘I don’t know if I’m powerful enough.’
‘LOOK AT ME!’
‘Please, Tyches, let this work,’ Tahlia muttered before gasping in a breath and swinging her head around. Not a single fleck of sleep dust escaped her mouth. She hardened to stone instantly. 
‘Tahlia!’ Hailey touched Tahlia’s knee, the shimmering white stone warm beneath her fingers. 
‘Your turn,’ Stetho crooned in her child-like voice. ‘Look at me and this will all be over.’ 
Just stare at Demi.
‘Come on. Don’t you wish to join your friends?’
The tingling in Hailey’s fingertips intensified, and her body screamed at her to fight the lurking enemy.
‘I promise it won’t hurt.’
Stare at Demi. Stare at Demi. Don’t turn around.
‘Just one quick look.’ Stetho’s hot breath tickled Hailey’s ear.
She squeezed her eyes shut, resisting her body’s pleas to keep them open so she could keep track of the monster. How in Tartarus am I going to get out of this?
Stetho roared, the rage and fury in her voice quacking Hailey’s bones. 
‘RUN, HAILEY!’
‘Pandora?’ 
‘I’LL SMASH YOU TO DUST!’ Stetho bellowed, hissing and screeching. 
It sounds like Pandora is back to fighting the monster. ‘Demi, wake up.’ She peeked her eyes open and shook her best friend
‘Leave her. RUN!’
Hailey hesitated. If she left Demi, then she might wake up and come face to face with Stetho. But Hailey couldn’t wait around for her to return to the land of the conscious. Sooner or later, Pandora would lose the fight against the gorgon, and then Stetho would come for her. Demi’s eyes are closed for now. She’s safe. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
Hailey leapt up and bolted for the passageway, exhaling the second she was in its comforting darkness. She scrambled back into the hallway, where she stumbled to a stop. Nemertes and the other nereids stood before her, malicious smiles curving their lips. 
Nemertes’s smile faltered, and she gritted her teeth. ‘You’re supposed to be dead. I drowned you.’
Hailey swallowed down her fear. ‘I’m hard to kill.’
Nemertes glowered. ‘That will change soon.’ 
A roar made Hailey spin around. Pandora bolted from the passageway, her sword dripping with blue blood. ‘We need to go!’
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Nemertes hissed.
‘Find the teachers,’ Pandora told Hailey before she swung her sword at the nymphs. Nemertes didn’t react fast enough, and Pandora’s sword sliced across her stomach. Silver blood splattered Nemertes’s torn dress, but she didn’t seem the least bit fazed by it. Her and the other nereids closed in on Pandora, circling around her like a pride of Nemean lions circling a wounded golden hind. 
Hailey moved to help her, but a voice in her head stopped her: she’s immortal. She’ll be fine. Run! Hailey sprinted down the hallway, trying to block out the nereids’ and Pandora’s shrieks. She needed to get out of there. There wasn’t time to go through the stupid maze, though, especially when she was alone and without her powers down here. She’d have to take the other secret passageway and hope that one didn’t have a crystal wall blocking it like the other one had. 
Hailey slowed to a walk when she curved around the corner at the end of the hallway and came to a stop. A coral wall that stretched all the way to the ceiling loomed before her, the archway in its centre revealing two pathways and more coral walls. Hailey shuddered, remembering the seaweed that had tightened around her throat, and the floor that had dropped her into the sea. It’s okay, you’re not going in there.
Hailey swallowed down her fear and faced the painting on her right. Her jaw dropped. She hadn’t noticed it the first time she’d come here, mainly because it had exploded from the wall the second she’d arrived. The woman in this painting had flawless skin, tendrils of dark hair, and green eyes. It was Nemertes. Of course she has her own secret passageway. 
‘You can run but you can’t hide,’ Stetho’s voice mocked in the distance.
Hailey threw the painting off the wall, scrambling into the passageway and shuffling down the dimly-lit tunnel. ‘What the…?’ she mumbled, frowning when she reached the end and found a wall blocking her path. This one looked exactly like the walls in the palace, with jewels and shells embedded in the frosted blue crystal. Hailey pushed it, expecting the wall to fly open. Nothing happened. 
Come on. I don’t have time for this. She slammed it with her fist, a sting of pain pricking her skin as a shell cut her. Buttons! Poseidon uses jewels as buttons. Hailey dragged her hands down the bumpy wall, grinning when a jewel pushed in. 
The wall groaned, sliding upwards like the secret passageway in the weapons room at Alec’s house had. Hailey scooted through it, finding herself faced with three hallways to choose from. Oh, I’m near the nereids’ room, she realised, quickly darting down the hallways that led to the entryway. She kept her eyes focused on the ground, just in case Stetho made an appearance. Hailey didn’t know what she’d do when she got to the entryway. She didn’t think there was time to run upstairs looking for Sir Bliss and the other teachers. What if Stetho appears and turns everyone to stone?

Her best chance of stopping the monster was to get outside. She couldn’t kill Stetho, but she could send her far away on a tornado. That would give the remaining teachers time to figure out how to turn everyone who was a statue back into humans. They’d have the travelling necklaces back as well, which meant they could send for help—and maybe a monster slayer. 
‘Going somewhere?’
Hailey stumbled to a stop when she ran into the entryway. Her eyes were still on the floor, but she could see the bottom of Stetho’s tail lying near the doors to the grounds. ‘I’m not going to look at you.’ 
‘Oh, they always look. Curiosity is a powerful thing.’
Hailey squeezed her eyes shut, just in case the gorgon ducked down to meet Hailey’s gaze. How am I supposed to fight an enemy I can’t see?

‘One look, that’s all it will take, and then it’ll all be over.’ Stetho’s voice was right by her ear. ‘You can’t kill me anyway. It would be wiser to accept defeat. Join my collection.’
Hailey kicked her leg to the left, where Stetho’s voice had come from. Her foot connected with something fleshy and was followed by a hiss. Hailey took her chance. She glanced up for a second, just long enough for her to bolt forward and tear open the entryway doors. A blast of air as cold as a Chione’s powers smashed into her, sending tiny needles of ice burrowing into her skin and stabbing right down to her bones. She shoved away the pain—freezing to death was the least of her worries right now—and flew into the grounds. 
Coral and sea-anemones glowed fluorescent pink, blue, green, and purple, casting enough light over the grounds for Hailey to see the snow covering the tops of the trees. 
Hailey raised her hands to the night sky, snowflakes kissing her cheeks. Part of her was tempted to make the snow stop and banish the night by bringing out the warm glowing sun to melt away the cold. But she was about to make it a whole lot worse.
Warmth flooded from her fingertips towards the sky. The clouds hiding the stars grew darker, and lightning flashed across the sky as wind whipped up the snow, sending it into a flurry. 
‘You cannot kill me with a storm.’ Stetho giggled behind her. ‘I’m immortal.’
A tornado whirled to life outside the grounds. The sea raged around it, spinning into a whirlpool as trees bent towards the tornado, stray jewels and pearls flying into the swirling wind. 
‘Ah!’
Hailey smiled when she heard Stetho’s cry. The warmth flowing from her fingers grew hotter, almost burning her as it flowed towards the tornado, doubling it in size and ferocity. Not even Stetho would be strong enough to avoid being pulled into it, and the second she was, Hailey would send it and her to the other side of the world. 
‘END THIS!’
Hailey glanced down, just enough that she caught a glimpse of Stetho in her periphery. Her tail was wrapped around a jade tree. But the tree was bending towards the wind. Tiny cracks started to snake across the diamond ground around it. It wouldn’t take long for it to uproot. 
‘COME ON!’ Hailey yelled, her hands shaking as pain throbbed in her head. ‘Ah!’ she cried, stumbling to the side as something slammed into her cheek. She stretched one hand out to keep her balance, and her other flew to her stinging cheek, where something warm—blood, she was guessing—trickled down her face. 
‘Good thing I had my travelling necklace handy to throw at you.’ Stetho’s tail whacked into Hailey before she even had a chance to realise the tornado was gone. 
Hailey squeezed her eyes shut as she tripped forward, and then launched back to her feet. Pain burst in her side and something cracked, and then she was flying. Air exploded from her lungs like a popped balloon as she slammed onto the ground. One of her hands dipped into icy water, her fingers cramping as she gasped in breaths of cold air.
She lurched up, the pain in her side screaming in protest. She waited to be hit again. To fly into the sea this time. But instead she heard a scream of frustration.
Hailey dared to peek one eye open. About twenty feet away, Stetho was trapped behind a coral wall that glowed pink, blue, green, and purple, and stretched across half the grounds. What the…?
Demi sprinted around the coral, and Hailey had to keep herself from collapsing to her knees in relief. ‘You’re okay,’ Hailey said when Demi stopped in front of her, puffing white air.
She nodded and handed Hailey a shard of broken mirror big enough to cover her face. ‘If you can get Stetho – to look at this when she uses her powers, then maybe – she’ll turn to stone.’
‘Good idea.’ Hailey gripped the mirror shard, careful not to cut her hand on the sharp edges. 
A shriek tore Hailey’s gaze towards Stetho. The monster’s tail slashed through the fluorescent wall, blue blood spraying everywhere as she cleared a narrow path through the coral. 
‘I’ll distract her.’ Demi whirled towards Stetho as the gorgon slithered free.
Her bleeding tail whipped out. The end of it wrapped around Demi’s ankles like rope and yanked her towards the monster. 
Demi didn’t even get a chance to scream. She landed on the coral wall, its broken ends impaling her. 




31 
The Healing Wing
‘NO!’ Hailey screamed, and threw her arms out. Warmth gushed into her hands, burning like steam as it shot from her fingertips. A gust of wind as strong as a hurricane ripped across the grounds, ploughing into Stetho a moment before she slithered into Hailey’s vision. 
‘AHHHHHH!’ the gorgon screeched as the wind slammed her into what was left of the coral wall. Glowing shards of pink, purple, blue, and green coral stabbed into the gorgon’s tail and back as the wall shattered and Stetho hit the diamond ground. ‘I’LL SMASH YOUR STATUE INTO SMITHEREENS!’ Stetho roared as she surged up.
Hailey didn’t hesitate. She held up the broken mirror Demi had given her, praying to the Tyches Stetho had used her powers. When no tail lashed at her legs, and no more threats were yelled, Hailey dared to lower the mirror, just enough for her to gaze over the top and see Stetho’s hideous form frozen into a statue. Hailey dropped the shard, barely hearing the crack as it shattered, and sprinted to where Demi was impaled on the wall. 
A jagged piece of coral jutted from her stomach, and blood trickled from her mouth. ‘Demi?’ Hailey grabbed her best friend’s ice cold hand. ‘Demi?’ Her eyes were open and staring at the sky, unblinking as snowflakes landed on her face and hair. ‘Demi, please, no.’ Tears gushed from Hailey’s eyes. ‘HELP!’ she screamed. ‘SOMEBODY HELP!’ 
It’s already too late. Asclepiuses can’t save people with mortal injuries, let alone bring back the dead. Demi’s gone. 
A heavy weight pressed against Hailey’s chest, suffocating her like a knoxen trying to crush her to death. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said through tears, squeezing her best friend’s limp hand. ‘It should have been me. I should have died to save everyone, not you. Demi, please don’t leave me. Please. You’re my best friend.’
The tears became heavier, raining down on Demi’s face like a monsoon and freezing on her cheeks. Hailey didn’t think they would ever stop. And the weight pressed so tightly on her chest that she had to gasp in tiny bursts of air. How could this have happened? How could her best friend be dead? It was her fault. If she’d been a stronger Zeus, she would have destroyed Stetho or blown her away before Demi had even come into the grounds. She was such a failure. Her dad had died because she’d been a weak Zeus, and then Kora and Brennan had been taken because of her. She was always letting people down. Always failing. 
Hailey wasn’t sure how long she was out there before someone said, ‘Eikaatva utz.’
Hailey didn’t even notice the wind and snow stopping, or the quickly warming temperature. 
‘Hailey, you need to go to Madam Mendem. You have hypothermia.’
Hailey glanced up at Amathia through wet eyes, not even caring about the fact that the nereid was no longer a statue. ‘I’m n-not l-l-leaving, D-Demi,’ she said through chattering teeth. 
‘All is not lost yet.’
‘What d-do you m-mean?’
‘Stetho is a gorgon. Do you remember what power a gorgon’s blood holds?’
Hailey thought about it for a second, and then pure bright shining hope blasted away the heavy weight on her chest like a laser destroying an asteroid. ‘It can b-bring back-k the d-dead.’ 
Amathia nodded. ‘Yes, if I act quickly. But I need you to go to the healing wing, because I do not believe there’s enough blood on this coral to bring two people back from the dead.’
***
‘Can I go now?’ Hailey asked as Madam Mendem removed her hand from Hailey’s cheek. The warming potion she’d had a minute ago pulsed through her veins, making her insides as toasty as a crackling fire. 
‘Why are you in such a hurry, dearie?’ Blood oozed from the gash on Madam Mendem’s face, and she clutched her side, having absorbed Hailey’s cut cheek and broken ribs.
‘Because I need to make sure Demi’s okay.’ Hailey leapt off the bed. She wouldn’t believe she was alive until she saw her.
Just as she was about to run out the door, Amathia materialised with Madam Norwood, Master Anderson, and Lila—the fifth year with blue-tinged hair. Hailey’s legs wavered beneath her like a swaying tree about to tip over when she saw Demi pressed against Master Anderson’s chest. Her body looked as limp as overcooked spaghetti in the PE teacher’s arms. 
Tears pricked Hailey’s eyes, and the heavy weight pressed against her chest again, this time squeezing as tightly as an anaconda. ‘It didn’t work?’
‘We haven’t tried yet,’ Amathia said as Master Anderson lowered Demi onto a bed. ‘Thank you, Alden. Please make sure the other students are all right.’
‘I will.’
Lila dematerialised with Master Anderson as Madam Norwood drew a vile from her dress. Blue liquid gleamed inside the glass—Stetho’s blood. 
What can I do?’ Madam Mendem asked.
‘You will need to heal, Demi,’ Amathia informed Madam Mendem. ‘This blood should bring her back, but it will not heal her, at least not completely. It will, however, turn her wound non-mortal, so there is no harm of you dying.’
‘She’ll be okay, though, won’t she?’ Hailey stood behind the ring of adults around Demi’s bed.
‘I believe so,’ Amathia said. ‘Come, stand by her. I’m sure she would appreciate seeing a friend when she awakens.’
Amathia shifted to make room for Hailey. She grasped her best friend’s ice cold hand, and fought back the tears threatening to gush from her eyes. Demi will be okay. She is not dead.
‘All right, Petra, give her the blood.’
Madam Norwood stood on Demi’s opposite side with Madam Mendem. She lifted the vial to Demi’s lips and poured the tablespoon-worth of liquid into her mouth.
Hailey didn’t breathe. She didn’t even move. She just watched Demi’s face. Waiting for her eyes to open. 
One second past.
Nothing.
Two seconds. 
Still nothing. 
Come on! Please, Tyches, bring Demi back, even if it means you will never grant me good luck again, just bring her back! Please! Please! Please!
‘Why isn’t it working?’ Hailey demanded when still nothing happened. Her throat was burning, a flood of tears waiting to gush forth like a tsunami the second she was told there was no hope.
‘Be patient.’ Amathia’s voice was calm. ‘It—’
Demi’s fingers twitched against Hailey’s hand. ‘Demi!’
‘Ow, my stomach hurts,’ Demi moaned as her eyes blinked open. 
‘Heal her, Sage. It’s safe now,’ Amathia instructed.
Madam Mendem pressed both hands over Demi’s pierced stomach. ‘That feels nice,’ Demi mumbled as colour brightened her face. 
‘Wish I could say the same,’ Madam Mendem groaned, blood seeping over her white nurse’s apron as she stumbled back from Demi. 
‘It’s all right, Sage,’ Madam Norwood said, tucking an arm around the school nurse. ‘Let’s get you on a bed.’ 
‘I can’t believe you’re okay.’ Tears streamed down Hailey’s face.
‘What happened?’ Demi asked, shuffling to sit up. ‘Why am I in the healing wing?’
‘What is the last thing you remember?’ Amathia asked.
‘Medusa, you’re back,’ Demi gasped. ‘Why aren’t you a statue anymore?’
‘Because you and Hailey did what I could not—defeated Stetho.’
Demi scrunched her face up in concentration, trying to remember. ‘That’s right. We found her hideaway, and she smashed me into a statue. When I woke up everyone was gone, so I went down the hallway and found the secret passageway near the maze. It came out near the nereids’ room, so I decided to make a gorgon-killing weapon and smashed one of the nereids’ mirrors. I grabbed the biggest shard of glass and ran to the grounds, figuring that’s where Hailey would take Stetho.’ 
Demi scratched her head and furrowed her brow. ‘The next bit is kind of hazy… I saw Stetho hit you with her tail,’ she said to Hailey. ‘She was slithering after you, so I used my powers to grow the coral gardens into a barricade. I got the mirror to you. Then I… I went to distract Stetho. Her tail wrapped around my legs, and I landed on… broken coral!’ She gripped her stomach, where blood stained her torn shirt. ‘It went straight through me. I guess I passed out because I don’t remember anything after that.’ She glanced at Madam Mendem on the bed beside her, blood staining the white sea-silk sheets. ‘Thank you for saving me.’
‘It’s all right, dearie.’ Madam Mendem’s voice was weak and her skin pale. Hailey hoped Amathia was right about the wound no longer being fatal; otherwise, Madam Mendem’s Asclepius powers wouldn’t be able to heal it and she’d die in Demi’s place. Madam Norwood pressed a wet cloth against the nurse’s head.
‘It was a little more serious than you passing out, I’m afraid,’ Amathia said.
‘What do you mean?’
‘You died,’ Hailey told her, squeezing her friend’s hand to make sure she really was there and Hailey wasn’t imagining all of this. 
Demi raised an eyebrow. ‘Died? I think maybe Stetho bashed you with her tail one too many times. If I was dead, I wouldn’t be talking to you right now.’
‘We brought you back with Stetho’s blood,’ Amathia explained.
Demi’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re being serious? I died?’
Amathia nodded.
Demi’s head dropped back onto the pillow. ‘I can’t believe it. That stupid gorgon killed me! Wait.’ She sat back up. ‘I didn’t see anything… I didn’t see any afterlife. I didn’t see my parents.’
‘You weren’t dead long enough to pass to the other side,’ Amathia told her. ‘Otherwise, Stetho’s blood would not have worked. A person’s spirit lingers here for a short while before they move on.’
‘Wow.’ Demi blinked. ‘That’s a lot to take in. I died?’
‘Yep,’ Hailey said, the tears back again. 
‘You’re okay!’ Aaron flew into the healing wing with Alec. ‘Sorry we didn’t get here sooner, but I had to get Kora to heal my foot.’
‘Right.’ Demi nodded. ‘Alec crushed it in a wall.’
‘It was an accident,’ Alec said, joining the crowd around Demi’s bed. ‘What happened? I don’t remember anything after seeing Stetho and her glowing eyes. She turned me into stone. Can you believe that? I barely can. I always wondered what being turned into stone would feel like. Whether it would hurt, and if you’d be aware of everything around you. I wasn’t though. It was like going to sleep, but not dreaming.’
‘Shut up, Alec.’ Aaron nudged his shoulder. ‘What happened to you, Demi?’
‘I died. At least that’s what I’m told.’
‘Wh-what?’ Alec eyes were wide. ‘How are you… Oh, gorgon blood. That actually works? What do you remember about the afterlife?’
‘Apparently I never made it across,’ Demi said, very casually.
‘Where’s Pandora?’ Hailey asked Aaron while Alec grilled Demi with questions.
Aaron frowned. ‘I thought she’d be here with you.’ 
Hailey shook her head. ‘She fought the nereids so I could escape. I need to find her.’ 
‘No.’ Amathia stepped in front of the healing wing’s doors, blocking Hailey’s path. ‘My sisters will have her. It’s too dangerous for you to confront them.’
‘But Pandora saved my life,’ Hailey protested. ‘I need to help her.’
‘I will help her. I promise. They cannot harm me.’ Amathia touched her neck and gasped. 
‘What?’ Aaron asked.
‘My pendant… I forgot Stetho tore it from my neck. I need to—’
‘I think Nemertes has it.’ That must have been what Nemertes took from Amathia’s secret room. ‘Why is it so important?’
Amathia hesitated, her fingers tapping against her bare neck as she decided whether to answer Hailey’s question. ‘Hephaestus crafted it for me to show his gratitude for me saving him after Zeus cast him from Olympus. It contains a drop of water from the sea that has been spelled to remain fresh. If I am ever injured, my pendant heals me instantly—it grants me immortality, more or less.’
‘That’s why you were in charge of your sisters,’ Alec said with realisation. ‘They couldn’t hurt you while you were wearing that necklace, but you could hurt them if you wanted to—as long as they weren’t near water.’
Amathia nodded once. 
‘We’re coming with you,’ Aaron said. ‘You’ll need backup.’
‘No, it’s too dangerous,’ Amathia argued.
‘You can’t stop us.’ Demi pushed to her feet.
‘We owe Pandora,’ Hailey said. ‘We’re coming.’
Amathia sighed. ‘Very well, there is no time to argue. Petra, please stay with Sage until she recovers enough, and then join Guinevere and the other teachers to make sure all of the students are accounted for.’
‘Are you sure you don’t want my help? I could gather some potions from my classroom.’ 
‘No. I will handle my sisters.’
‘So what happened?’ Hailey asked Amathia as they rushed down the stairs outside the healing wing. ‘How did you get turned to stone when you knew exactly what Stetho was?’
‘I made a mistake,’ Amathia said as they darted down the hallway back towards the entryway. ‘My pendant protects me from Stetho’s powers. I thought I would be safe. I didn’t realise she had a travelling necklace. She materialised in front of me and tore off my necklace. I didn’t have time to close my eyes.’ 
‘There’s something I don’t get,’ Demi said. ‘When students started going poof why didn’t you think that the gorgon hiding in the basement was responsible?’
‘I did,’ Amathia admitted as they continued down the hallway, where jewels and shells glowed in the walls, lighting their way. ‘When the second student went missing I visited Stetho’s chamber. There was no one there, besides her. No statues. She must have hidden them somewhere. I checked to make sure the entrapment spells around the passageways were still working, and they were. When more students and teachers vanished, I had Madam Norwood use a potion to create a wall to block the passageway to the nereids’ chamber, just in case Stetho had found a way to pass through the force field—I must admit, I was unaware of the second passageway into that part of the palace, or I would have blocked that one too.’ 
‘That was you?’ Alec gaped. ‘I had to use my powers on that wall to save everyone—it was a lot of pressure.’ 
‘Where are we going?’ Hailey asked as they passed into the deserted entryway. 
‘The maze.’ Amathia strode towards the left archway. ‘I know my sisters well enough to know that is where they will have taken Pandora.’
‘Why wouldn’t they just leave with her?’ Aaron asked as they scurried after Amathia. ‘Escaping would be the smart plan.’
‘But not the most entertaining,’ Amathia remarked. ‘And Nemertes craves entertainment.’ 
Hailey couldn’t argue with that fact. ‘What are we supposed to do when we find them?’
‘I will take care of them.’ Amathia’s dress shimmered behind her as she steered down the hallways. ‘You are merely coming because I didn’t have the time to persuade you to stay.’
They followed a few more familiar hallways before Amathia took them down a path Hailey had only been once before. 
‘Ooh, I’ve never been down here.’ Demi glided a hand over the jewels and shells sparkling in the crystal walls as they walked. 
They came to a stop halfway down the hallway, right before a patch of singed pearl floor. This was where PET had tried in vain to get past the impenetrable force field that led to the maze. 
Demi frowned. ‘Why did we stop?’
‘Because of this.’ Aaron flicked his hand out, and the space in front of him rippled like his force field did whenever anyone touched it. 
‘Oh, that’s the force field PET couldn’t get through.’ Demi looked at Amathia. ‘You have a way, don’t you? You were lying when you told PET no one could get past, right?’ 
Amathia nodded. ‘It’s here for everyone’s protection. If I had allowed PET through, Stetho would have turned them into stone—if they’d survived the maze.’
‘Why did Poseidon bother bringing Stetho here if he intended on keeping her locked away?’ Alec asked. 
‘Because, like Zeus, Poseidon used his children. Stetho was a valuable weapon—one he would surely have used eventually, if he had not demised. And he had to keep her hidden away as Amphitrite would have killed her if she had learned of her existence.’ 
‘We need to focus,’ Aaron interrupted. ‘We can ask more questions later. Right now we need to save Pandora and get rid of the nereids.’
‘Eikaatva adaur.’ Amathia glided forth, passing through where the force field should have been. ‘Stay behind me,’ she warned.
Hailey and her friends trailed after Amathia, curving around the hallway; orbs of light floated beneath the ceiling, lighting up the coral maze before them. Hailey clutched her pendant, remembering the threats that had awaited her inside last year—strangulation seaweed, shooting oyster shells, and even a minotaur. And she’d only seen a small part of the maze, who knew what other horrors lurked in there. 
Tyches, please keep us safe, Hailey prayed, and entered the maze. 
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The Truth Revealed
They didn’t have to wander far. The nereids were in the first coral room, the six of them standing in a circle as they laughed at something on the floor.
‘Nemertes. Where is Pandora?’ Amathia demanded.
The nereids’ venomous eyes shot to Amathia, and wicked smiles of pure delight spread across each one of the nymphs’ faces as the six of them fanned out. 
Nemertes stepped forward. Silver blood shimmered on her torn dress from where Pandora had slashed her sword across the nereid’s stomach, but there was no cut—not even a scratch on her skin—at least not anymore. ‘Hello, sister. I was hoping you would remain a statue. But this way I will have the pleasure of making you suffer.’
‘Pandora!’ Demi exclaimed.
Aaron grabbed the back of her shirt, yanking her back a step as she moved to sprint forward. Hailey glanced down at the transparent ground. Last year she’d run across this same floor, and had fallen right through it into the sea. Alec had smashed the glass to save her, but someone had obviously fixed it because now Pandora was trapped beneath it. Her body floated underneath the nereids, her arms limp and her skin as pale as a full moon. She was dead. 
‘You’ll fall through,’ Aaron explained when Demi glared back at him. ‘That part of the floor is like an invisible trapdoor.’
‘Bring Pandora up. Now!’ Amathia’s voice bordered on raging fury. Hailey had never heard her sound so scary before. 
Nemertes flicked her hair behind her shoulders. ‘No. She must suffer for spoiling my plans last year. If she had not had a change of heart, all your precious humans would be dead now.’ Her venomous eyes swung to Hailey. ‘I assume she saved you too. Another reason she should suffer. I was aware of her presence on that island the entire time.’ Her gaze returned to Amathia’s. ‘It was near impossible not to go in there and strangle her. But you thinking you were safe from us was much more amusing.’
‘How did you do it?’ Aaron asked. ‘How did you get Stetho to attack everyone without you even being here?’
Nemertes spat at him. ‘Do not address me, human.’
‘It was the silver lotus,’ Amathia gasped. ‘I went to Stetho last year to bargain for her blood so I could save the students from Poseidon’s Plague. She traded it with me for a silver lotus. I thought she would use it to astral project—to escape in spirit form from her prison for a little bit. I didn’t see any harm in it, as without her body she couldn’t hurt anyone.’
‘Where did you find a silver lotus?’ Alec asked, seeming to have forgotten their precarious situation. ‘They’re so rare. They grow from the spilt blood of a giant—but only on the night of a full moon.’ 
‘Who cares, Alec,’ Demi snapped. ‘You’re saying that blue liquid you gave people last year was gorgon blood?’
Amathia nodded. 
‘I don’t understand what a silver lotus has to do with Stetho.’ Alec scratched his head.
A bang drew everyone’s eyes to the ground. Pandora was alive again, ramming her fists against the floor. 
‘I don’t care if I fall through.’ Demi raced forward. At the same time, Nemertes lunged and grabbed her, shoving Demi to the other nereids.
‘Let her go!’ Hailey yelled. 
‘Be quiet,’ Nemertes hissed. ‘This is my favourite part.’ She pointed back to the ground. Pandora’s eyes were wide as she desperately tried to break the glass, and her lips grew as blue as sapphires.
‘GET OFF ME!’ Demi struggled against the nereids gripping her, trying to pull her arms free from their grasp. 
Smack. Nemertes’s hand slapped across Demi’s face, stunning her into silence. ‘I said be quiet.’ 
‘Break the glass, Alec,’ Aaron ordered.
‘No.’ Nemertes raised a hand. ‘If you do that, I will kill your little friend.’
Nobody moved. Pandora’s muffled banging was the only sound. Hailey fidgeted with her heart pendant. Letting her friend drown was torture. I can’t do anything though. If I move, Nemertes will snap Demi’s neck.

Silence pressed against them as Pandora fell still in the water again. I’m so sorry, Hailey wanted to tell her as she floated beneath them, lifeless. 
‘Enough of this, Nemertes. Release Demi and Pandora. And then leave the palace. Your banishment still stands.’
‘You are forgetting something, sister. I am the one with the power now.’ Nemertes tapped the blue glass teardrop around her neck. ‘I do not know why Hephaestus crafted this for you. I was Poseidon’s favourite. That crippled god should have gifted it to me.’ She shrugged. ‘Nevertheless, it’s mine now. And I’m not leaving this palace, not until every last human is dead. The palace must be ready for Poseidon’s return.’
‘He is not coming back!’ Amathia snapped. ‘He and the other gods are gone. The only thing that could have brought them back was the wand, and I destroyed it.’
Nemertes smirked. ‘There is always another way, sister. I will not fail my god as you have.’ 
‘Sorry, Demi.’ Aaron shoved his hands forward. 
His force field ploughed into her and the nereids, blasting them into a coral wall. Demi recovered fast, leaping off the nereids and sprinting towards Hailey. ‘No, Demi. Stop!’ Hailey shouted. 
Whoosh. The floor opened beneath Demi, and the sea swallowed her. She reached her hand back up, but the floor had already sealed itself closed. 
‘Smash it, Alec!’ Aaron ordered. 
Alec’s fist rammed against the glass floor. 
Once. Twice. 
Tiny cracks splintered out, spider-webbing their way across the ground. 
Three times. 
The cracks stretched out even further and multiplied. 
Four times. 
The centre of the floor shattered like a broken mirror, glass raining into the water. 
Hailey reached for Demi, helping her out, while Alec pulled up Pandora’s lifeless body. Her shirt was torn and bloody, and Hailey cringed at the thought of the nereids beating the sword from Pandora just so they could stab her with it. 
‘You’ll pay for that,’ Nemertes hissed. She was back on her feet with the other nereids, the six of them stalking towards Hailey and her friends.
Aaron’s hands shot up, blocking them from coming any closer. 
‘Drop your force field, Aaron.’
Aaron stared at Amathia as though she’d lost her mind. ‘No. They’ll attack us.’
‘Drop it,’ Amathia repeated, voice firm. 
Aaron only hesitated a second longer before finally lowering his hands.
‘Does this mean you want me to kill you, sister?’ Nemertes purred, staying put for the moment. 
Amathia stepped up to the hole in the floor, which was big enough for all the nereids to fit into. ‘Leave. Now.’ She pointed to the water.
Nemertes stood with her sisters on the other side of the hole. ‘It’s your turn to leave, sister. Although you will not be able to hide from Poseidon. He will be furious when I inform him of what you did with his palace, and how you hindered us from awakening him.’
‘I do not care about the gods. I never loved Poseidon. Every moment I spent with him made me ill. The only reason I agreed to reside here was because I needed information. I needed to know how to kill the gods.’
Haley’s jaw dropped. WHAT?! 
‘And to save as many humans as I could from his rage,’ Amathia continued. ‘When I did discover the truth about the gods’ weakness, I told Nikolai how to kill them. I helped him organise the human rebellion. I am responsible for the gods’ demise. And I will ensure they never rule again.’
Nemertes lunged over the broken floor, her hands curling around Amathia’s throat. ‘TRAITOR!’
Amathia stumbled back a step, and at the same time her hand shot out and tore the pendant from Nemertes’s neck.
‘No!’ Nemertes gasped, her hands shooting to her bare neck before lunging for Amathia again.
Amathia was quicker, throwing out her arms and shoving Nemertes back. Nemertes splashed into the sea; her head popped out of the water, a look as poisonous as a stonefish on her face. 
‘Now I am the one with immortality again.’ Amathia tied the necklace around her neck, and touched a hand to the teardrop pendant. ‘You will leave this palace, Nemertes. You will never return. And if you do, I swear I will kill you.’
No words could describe the disgust and hate on Nemertes’s face—Hailey expected fire to shoot from her eyes and incinerate Amathia. ‘You are a traitor to your own kind. I will awaken Poseidon and the others, and when they learn of what you did, they will make you suffer for eternity. And I will watch.’ 
‘Farewell, sister,’ was Amathia’s only reply.
‘Let us depart,’ Nemertes ordered the other nereids through clenched teeth, before sinking into the water. 
The nereids hissed and glared at Amathia, as though they were cobras about to strike. But they obeyed Nemertes’s order and jumped into the water, vanishing from sight. 
No one spoke. Amathia didn’t even turn around. Everyone looked completely dumbfounded. Hailey couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. Amathia is the one who told Nikolai how to kill the gods. Amathia is responsible for the Great Battle. Never in a million centuries would she have thought that. No one knew how Nikolai learned about the gods’ weakness, most people assumed he’d guessed: taken a chance that had paid off. But all this time it was Amathia!
Pandora’s coughing and spluttering broke the deafening silence.
‘Are you okay?’ Hailey asked as she and Demi dropped to her side. 
Pandora gasped in air as she sat up. ‘Yes-s-s,’ she said, her voice raspy. ‘I’v-v-ve never died that m-m-many times in a row b-b-before,’ Her teeth chattered as she hugged her legs, her entire body shivering. ‘I thought I’d d-d-drown for-r-rever-r-r.’
Hailey wrapped an arm around her shoulders, the icy water soaking into her button-down shirt. ‘You’re okay. You’re safe.’
‘We won’t let you drown again,’ Demi promised, wrapping her arm around Pandora too. 
‘I’m sorry that happened to you, Pandora.’ Amathia said. 
‘You’re not s-s-stone anymo-r-re. How d-d-did you s-s-stop Stet-t-tho-o?’
‘With a mirror,’ Hailey answered. ‘It was Demi’s idea.’
‘Sure was.’ Demi beamed. ‘Oh, and now I know how you feel. Stetho killed me—skewered me on broken coral—and then Amathia used gorgon blood to bring me back. How crazy is that?’
‘Than-nk t-t-the Tyche-e-e-s y-y-you cam-me b-b-back.’
Aaron cleared his throat. ‘Um, Amathia, can we please address the hydra in the room.’
Everyone’s eyes locked on to Amathia. ‘You heard what I said to Nemertes. You already know everything. And it’s something I would ask you never to mention to anyone.’
‘All we ever seem to do is keep secrets,’ Demi muttered.
‘What’s-s-s goi-ing o-o-on?’ Pandora asked.
‘Amathia is the one who told Nikolai how to kill the gods,’ Alec explained. ‘Can we see the memory?’ 
‘My memories are not for your entertainment. Yes, I did learn of how to kill the gods. I gained Poseidon’s trust, and one day, after he returned to the palace from a night of inebriation with Dionysus, I swayed Poseidon into revealing the gods’ one weakness—how is not important, Alec,’ Amathia said, when Alec opened his mouth to say something; he snapped it shut with a sigh. ‘I knew of Nikolai from Poseidon. He was someone who had angered the god by spilling water in one of his temples. As punishment, Poseidon killed his wife and son. I believed he would make the perfect crusader, so I met with him and informed him of the gods’ weakness. He accepted the challenge to end the gods’ reign, of course, and the rest is history.’ 
‘Why didn’t you want anyone to know it was you?’ Alec asked. 
‘Because Nemertes was right when she said I was a traitor to my own kind. If the other nymphs loyal to the gods knew of what I did, they would have torn my immortality necklace away and killed me, and then I would not have been alive to ensure the gods are never awakened.’
‘But won’t that happen now?’ Hailey pressed. 
Amathia swallowed. ‘It may. It was all I could think of to shock Nemertes enough to gain the upper hand.’ 
‘Wow.’ Demi shook her head. ‘What a day… we find a millennia-old gorgon at the end of a secret passageway, I die and come back, and now you’re telling us you’re the reason the gods are dead.’
‘I think it’s time we return,’ Amathia said. ‘I need to ensure the other students are safe, and Pandora needs a warming potion.’
‘I’m-m-m f-f-ine.’
‘We also need to get rid of the giant gorgon statue in the grounds,’ Demi added. ‘Can you still cut off a gorgon’s head if they’re stone?’
‘Medusa,’ Alec hissed.
‘No, Medusa’s daughter,’ Demi corrected. ‘Perseus killed Medusa.’
Alec rolled his eyes. ‘That’s not what I meant. I just realised why the Olympian Mysteries tried to steal Perseus’s sword… because they were in on Nemertes’s plan.’
‘My sisters would never ally themselves with humans.’
‘Maybe if they were desperate they would if those humans wanted the gods back,’ Alec countered. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence that a few months before a gorgon gets released in the palace someone tries to steal the one sword that can kill it.’
‘And Stetho admitted a Hephaestus and Hecate helped make her the travelling necklace,’ Aaron added. ‘Plus someone—a lot of someones—burned all our clothes, duvets, and firewood, and put neutralising bracelets on every conjurer. And Pandora said the nereids never left the island so that means they had help. They probably got the Hephaestus and Hecate to make travelling necklaces for the entire Mysteries so they could pop in and out of the palace whenever they wanted.’
‘Wow,’ was all Hailey could manage to say. The Olympian Mysteries are more of a force than everyone thought. They have the power to sneak into the palace whenever they want. Hailey shuddered at the thought of them creeping around… stealing the travelling necklaces and burning everyone’s clothes. Well, if the Mysteries were the ones responsible for everything, then that meant the students at the Academy were innocent—there wasn’t a traitor among them. 
‘I suppose that does make a lot of sense,’ Amathia agreed. ‘I still find it hard to believe Nemertes asked humans for aid.’
‘Maybe it would be a good idea to lock her and the others in a dungeon,’ Demi suggested.
‘I’m starting to believe that is a wise choice myself,’ Amathia said. ‘But I will deal with that issue later. I must check on the other students. Please take Pandora to the healing wing before she freezes to death—again.’ 
‘I need to find Brax,’ Demi said when her, Hailey, Alec, and Aaron neared the third floor. Pandora had left to hide in the stable, after she’d gotten her warming potion, as Amathia thought some of the students would be suspicious with her suddenly popping up after leaving the school last year. 
‘I’m sure he’s fine,’ Aaron said. ‘You can find him later.’
‘No. Amathia is probably going to send us all home. I need to see him.’ She scooted up the offshoot staircase to Brax’s common room.
‘Let her go,’ Hailey said. ‘Come on.’
They made it up to their own common room, which buzzed with excited chatter and was so packed it looked like every third year was there.
‘Hailey!’
Hailey barely had time to see who’d shouted her name before Kora wrapped her in a hug. ‘Thank you for saving me from being a statue my whole life.’
‘We helped,’ Alec muttered.
‘Thank you, boys.’ Kora grinned.
Tahlia came to Kora’s side from the study half of the common room. ‘Are you okay, Hailey? Where’s Demi?’
‘She went to see Brax. I’m really sorry about what happened to you, Kora. It was my fault Stetho turned you into a statue. I shouldn’t have sent you off alone.’
Kora waved a dismissive hand. ‘Don’t be silly. I wanted to help.’
‘So what happened?’ Alec asked. ‘Did you turn to stone suddenly? Or did you see Stetho? How did she sneak up on you? Were you aware of anything while you were stone? I wasn’t, but I’m interested to hear if people had different experiences.’ 
‘I don’t remember much,’ Kora admitted. ‘I made it down to the entryway and then… then all I remember is glowing red eyes. And that’s it. The next thing I know, I’m in some creepy dungeon place with a hundred other students and half the teachers. I can’t believe we had a gorgon in the school. That’s just crazy.’
‘A lot more crazy stuff has happened than that,’ Aaron muttered.
‘Like what?’ Tahlia prompted.
‘Um, hi.’
Hailey spun around and smiled at Jayden. ‘Hi.’
‘Have you seen Cady? She’s missing.’ Jayden swallowed. ‘I haven’t seen her in a few hours. I thought maybe this gorgon—that’s what Madam Grayson said was taking people—got her. But she didn’t come back with the other students.’ 
‘We did see her actually,’ Hailey said. ‘She was coming from the stable. She said she was heading back up to the common room—that was hours ago though.’ 
‘Do you think the gorgon turned her into a statue and then left her somewhere? Maybe she’s trapped in a room. She’ll be terrified.’
‘I found her, Jayden.’
Madam Grayson stood at the top of the stairs, holding a chest of travelling necklaces. Beside her was Cady, grinning. 
‘Where were you?’ Jayden asked as she ran towards him, wrapping her arms around him.
‘Stetho turned me into a statue,’ Cady explained. ‘I got lost coming back from her chamber. I was curious because I’d never been in that part of the palace before and went down a different hallway to the others. It took me a while to find my way back,’ she said in a rush. 
Jayden kissed her on the forehead and pulled her into another hug. ‘Don’t ever do anything like that again.’
Cady smiled. ‘Promise.’ 
‘Okay, I’ve spoken with Amathia,’ Madam Grayson called over the din of chattering students.
‘I’m back.’ Demi bounded to Hailey’s side.
‘Is Brax okay?’ Hailey whispered.
Demi nodded, beaming. ‘Yep, he said now we’re even on the whole saving-each-other’s-life front.’ 
‘Everyone is going home,’ Madam Grayson continued. ‘Amathia has moved up your mid-semester break, so you’ll return here in one week. I hope you use the time wisely to study, as classes will be commencing as per usual when you return, and we will have to speed up the class schedule to accommodate for lost time. All right, grab a necklace.’ She placed the chest at her feet, taking a step back as the third years rushed forward like a herd of charging elimera to grab them. 
Hailey couldn’t wait to see her mum. Although it meant she’d have to tell her about what had happened, and there was a very big chance she’d never let Hailey return to Poseidon’s Academy.
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Cady
Three hours earlier.
Cady stood outside the nereids’ room, her hands curling and uncurling at her sides. Come on, you have to go in. You have to see her. But she didn’t want to. The nereids—especially Nemertes—terrified her, and Cady was starting to regret the deal she’d made. But she had made it. And if she didn’t keep her end, she was sure Nemertes would send the gorgon after her. Cady’s hands trembled. Okay. Go.
She inhaled a deep breath, imagining the air filling her lungs flooding her body with confidence, and shuffled forward. The door didn’t make a sound when she opened it. But the nereids’ eyes snapped straight to her. The nymphs were lounging on the chaises around Poseidon’s statue. Their gazes burned with such hate when they landed on Cady that she took a step back. 
‘It’s all right,’ Nemertes told her sisters, rising. She glided towards Cady, a smile on her face. Cady figured Nemertes had meant it to be reassuring, but it looked devious, like a smile an arachne would give her unsuspecting prey before she devoured it. ‘Are you ready?’ 
Stand up for yourself. Tell her you don’t want to go. That this was all a huge mistake. ‘Ah, I… I don’t… want to go. I think it would be a mistake.’ Her head dropped as she said the last part, not wanting to see Nemertes’s reaction.
‘Look at me!’ The fury in those words dragged Cady’s eyes back to the nereid. ‘Do you remember the deal we struck?’ 
Cady nodded. 
‘I agreed to give you a potion that would make that human boy fall in love with you, and in return you would find a way to go to Olympus. Does the human love you?’
‘Yes,’ Cady said so quietly it was barely a whisper. 
‘Then I have kept my side. And remember, love is not the only reason you agreed to awaken the gods. When I found you in the grounds that day, you were crying because another human had attacked you for being different. I told you that if you awakened the gods they would reclaim the powers humans stole from them. Your race would all be equals after that. Do you no longer desire that?’
Of course she wanted all humans to be equal. It was the reason Cady had spent the last month pouring through library books, trying to find any mention of how she could get to Olympus and awaken the Olympians, who, according to Nemertes, were up there somewhere. She’d been bullied her whole life. Treated like a bag of cyclops poo because she didn’t have a god power. She wanted that to end. She wanted Venus’s powers taken from her so that she would be no better than Cady. She wanted everyone who had ever tortured her to become an ordinary human. But that would only happen if she brought back the gods. 
‘I’m worried about the gods wanting revenge,’ Cady admitted. 
‘As I informed you the first time, the gods will only punish those who defy them. If you awaken them, you will be greatly rewarded. You will be above all those who have wronged you.’
Cady had a feeling that if she refused, Nemertes would find another human to do what she asked, and then when the gods did return, they would punish her—and probably Jayden too. ‘Okay. I’ll do it.’ 
That horrible smile returned to Nemertes’s face. ‘Good. Go now. Stetho has taken most of the human guardians. The rest are distracted with trying to find them. No one will notice if you disappear. And if they do, they will assume Stetho found you.’
Cady left the room, beginning to wind her way back to the entryway. Am I doing the right thing? She didn’t know. But she was in too deep now. There was no way out. She’d made that deal when she’d been so angry… so humiliated. She would have given anything for Venus to suffer at the time. And then Nemertes had given her that love potion. Jayden had only had eyes for her after that. She couldn’t lose him. She’d do anything to keep him. He was the only good thing in her life. 
When Cady drifted into the entryway she froze, her eyes widening. Hailey and her friends were there. Have they figured out I’ve been scheming with the nereids?
‘Cady?’ Aaron’s hands dropped to his sides. 
‘I… What are you doing here?’ They don’t know anything. Don’t make them suspicious. 
‘Us?’ Demi crossed her arms. ‘You’re the one sneaking back from wherever you were. And where exactly was that?’
‘I was… I couldn’t sleep. It was so cold. I went to the stable thinking it might be warmer in there—that maybe Hephaestus had installed warming lamps for the horses.’
‘Why are you walking around alone?’ Hailey asked. ‘You’re lucky whatever is taking people didn’t get you.’
‘Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. It might be warmer wherever the others are.’ Cady rubbed her arms, pretending to be cold, despite the fact she felt as warm as a cup of cocoa on a winter’s day. Nemertes had told her before the takeover of her plan to stop the palace in the Arctic Sea and lower the force field, so Cady had stolen warming potions from the Hecate room. She hated seeing the other students freezing, but Nemertes had promised her it was only temporary—that once the gods returned, she would put the force field back up. ‘Why are you out here?’
‘We’re about to solve the palace issue,’ Demi bragged. ‘We’re going to get the nereids to reverse what they did and bring back Amathia and everyone else. So you just go back to bed, and when you wake up in the morning, we’ll have saved the school.’ 
Cady’s eyes widened. The nereids could tell them about her and what she was doing. ‘The nereids? You shouldn’t go after them.’
‘We’ve dealt with them before, we know how dangerous they are,’ Hailey said. 
Cady suddenly noticed another girl lingering behind Aaron, and thought she might be seeing things because that girl left last year. Why is she here? ‘You, um. You’re Hope, aren’t you? I thought you left.’
‘I came back for a visit before all of this happened,’ Hope said. ‘Amathia told me to stay out of sight, though, since I’m not technically a student here anymore.’
Cady raised an eyebrow. That sounded more like a lie than anything, but she didn’t have time to figure out what was going on. 
‘You really should go back upstairs.’ Aaron’s fingers tapped impatiently against his leg. ‘Jayden wouldn’t want you out here alone.’
Fear clutched at her heart. ‘You didn’t ask him to go with you, did you?’ She didn’t want him anywhere near the nereids or Stetho. 
‘No,’ Aaron said. 
‘Good. I, um, wouldn’t want anything happening to him.’
Demi raised an eyebrow. ‘But you’re okay with something happening to us?’ 
‘No, that’s not what I meant. I… I…’
‘Go back up to bed, Cady,’ Aaron said. ‘And please don’t tell anyone you saw us down here.’
‘I won’t.’ Cady skittered past them and up the stairs. She needed to warn the nereids that Hailey and her friends were coming. Her skin turned as clear as glass, making her practically invisible. She climbed the steps into the common room and dropped her camouflage when she saw the fourth year unconscious on a sofa. That makes things easier. Cady darted into the girls’ dormitories, jogging down to her empty dorm. 
‘Vkalike.’ The orb floating beneath her ceiling flared to life, flooding the dorm with light. Her dorm mate had been one of the first students to go missing. Nemertes had made sure of that so there would be no one to question Cady about why she was always disappearing in the middle of the night. 
She grabbed a pen and paper and scribbled a quick letter.
Nemertes
Students are coming for you. They want answers about Stetho.
Cady
She didn’t bother shoving the note in an envelope. She simply folded it and wrote, Nemertes, The Nereids’ Chamber, Poseidon’s Academy on it before pressing a stamp on the front. It vanished a heartbeat later. 
Cady turned her attention to her mother-of-pearl chest of drawers. She opened the top drawer, shifting aside the scattered books she’d stuffed into it. Hidden, at the very bottom, was a gold pouch. She grabbed it and tipped it upside down; a gold bean-shaped seed fell into her palm. She’d seen Demi holding the seed the day everyone was supposed to go back home. Cady had known that was never going to happen, because she’d stolen the travelling necklaces and left them in the nereids’ room, as per instructions Nemertes had sent her in a letter. 
She’d recognised the seed from an entry in one of the library books she’d read. It had said the gods were feeling magnanimous one day and had created seeds capable of bringing humans to Olympus. But they’d wanted only worthy humans to earn such an honour, so they’d hidden the seeds in three griffins’ nests. Each pouch contained two seeds. One seed was to work out they weren’t meant to be planted, and the second was to figure out their true purpose. As far as Cady knew, she would be the first human to ever use one. 
This is the right choice, Cady told herself before popping the seed in her mouth and swallowing. 
She blinked and she was somewhere else. A white marble palace big enough to house a family of giants gleamed in front of her, surrounded by giant pillars. A cloud stretched beneath Cady, so big it took up the entire sky. She assumed the cloud was like the grounds at the Academy and was always moving, never giving anyone the chance to discover what secret it carried. A smile tweaked Cady’s lips when she thought about the fact she had worked out where Olympus was—something the Government and archaeologists had been trying to do for centuries. 
Cady approached the high gold gates in front of the palace. Amathia had told her in Ancient History that the Horae had guarded the gates against anyone unworthy entering the Olympians’ home. But they were dead now, so there was no one to stop her. 
The gates creaked and moaned as she approached, opening inwards, welcoming her in as if they knew she was there to restore the gods. 
‘This is the right choice,’ she said aloud, trailing a hand over the palace’s smooth marble, watching how the gold streaked through it glittered in the sunlight.
She came to a stop in front of double gold ornate doors that were so tall she had to crane her neck to look up at them. ‘This is the right choice,’ she told herself again. ‘This is the right choice. This is the right choice.’ Cady repeated the sentence over and over again until she was brave enough to push the doors open.
Stale musty air rushed up to greet her as she entered the entryway. It was massive—triple the size of the Academy’s entryway. The diamond floor sparkled as sunlight poured down from the glass ceiling high above. Cady realised she must be on the other side of the world to Poseidon’s Academy, since it was night there and day here.
Marble pillars ran down the length of the open space, and between them the palace stretched on and on, leading to different rooms. Cady needed one in particular: the throne room. Her eyes settled on the end of the entryway, where twin staircases curved their way upstairs. Between them stood another set of gold double doors. They look imperial enough to lead to a throne room. She drifted towards them, her footsteps echoing around the vast space. 
She pushed open the doors and froze, gazing into the circular room, where twelve thrones curved around the inside. In ten of them sat gods. Real gods. And not just any gods. The Olympians! Cady’s legs trembled as she inched towards them, her knees threatening to buckle. It was one thing to see them through a memory ball, but another to really see them. They’d been alive up here this whole time.
Frost dusted the gods’ blue-tinged skin and coated their hair. Their eyes were open, staring at one another, and Cady thought for a moment they might turn to her. But the gods remained frozen in their thrones. Once she was sure they wouldn’t suddenly wake up, Cady slinked towards a youthful goddess wearing a crescent moon diadem. She sat on a silver throne that had a slight glow to it, as if it were imbued with moonlight. 
‘Artemis,’ she mumbled, before moving to the next throne. This one was solid gold, and had tiny suns engraved over it. The golden-haired god sitting on it looked as young as Artemis, which made sense because he was Apollo—Artemis’s twin. 
She shuddered when she approached the next god, cold dread spilling through her. His pure black throne had spikes sticking from its sides, waiting for someone to trip and impale themselves. Ares’s black eyes bored into her. Cady quickly darted to the next throne, which had a scallop-shell back like the chairs at the Academy, only much bigger. The goddess sitting on it was so beautiful that it had to be Aphrodite. A burst of anger swelled in Cady when she saw the goddess’s violet eyes. They matched Venus’s. 
‘I’m doing this to stop Venus and other bullies like her,’ Cady reminded herself, moving away from the goddess. 
The throne beside hers was made of various metals, and shimmered like a dark rainbow streaked with copper and silver. It was empty. But Cady guessed it was probably Hephaestus’s. The throne next to his was also empty—a plain wooden one. Perhaps Hestia’s? What happened to these two gods? Maybe not all the Olympians made it back from the Great Battle.

Beside the empty thrones was one carved of stone. A pair of wings was engraved on the backrest, making the god sitting on it look as if the wings were sprouting from his back. Cady recognised him by the staff beside him. Two snakes intertwined around it, and a small gold orb rested at the top of the staff, flanked by a pair of wings. The
caduceus, she remembered its name from Powers class, and that it was a magic wand Hecate had created for Hermes. And that’s who this god was... Hermes, the messenger of the gods.
Beside him was a throne made out of leather-bound tomes that looked as old as Cronus, the god of time. The goddess sitting on it had a spear frozen in her hand. Athena. What’s inside those books? There were no titles printed on their leather spines, nothing to give away what knowledge the goddess of wisdom and war protected. Cady didn’t dare touch them, not with Athena’s eyes watching her. 
The throne next to hers looked like a tree, with branches clawing out of the top of it. Husks of dead flowers and shrivelled vines covered it, giving it away as Demeter’s. Next was a glass throne adorned with jewels and shells. Poseidon sat on it, his trident leaning against the armrest. Cady was tempted to touch it. To use it. But she doubted the gods would appreciate her causing an earthquake that tore apart their palace. Beside him, sitting on an ivory throne decorated with peacock feathers, was a goddess wearing a gold diadem on her head of dark auburn hair. This was Hera, Queen of the Gods. 
Cady swallowed nervously and walked up to the final throne. Three steps led up to it. It was a cloud—an actual cloud that looked as if it had been plucked from the sky outside. Lightning sparked inside it. There was no mistaking it as Zeus’s throne. He sat on it, a ring of gold leaves on his head. His blue eyes bored into her. What if he can see me? What if he’s frozen but is still aware of everything happening? Cady didn’t want to anger him by making him wait. Or any of them, she thought, realising all the gods’ eyes seemed to be following her. 
Cady gulped and veered towards a black onyx chest that sat in the centre of the throne circle. Nemertes had told her she’d have to work out how to awaken the gods when she got here. This chest was the only thing around. It must have a potion or spell in it to bring the gods back.
She dropped to her knees beside it and reached out a hand. She paused, her fingers an inch from the black onyx, which was so polished her reflection stared back at her. Once she opened it, there would be no turning back. Am I really doing the right thing? If I open this chest and awaken the gods, they might destroy the world in vengeance. But what other choice do I have? I’m here now. And I can’t get back down. If I don’t wake them up, I’ll die here. And here was not a place she wanted to be. Not with their eyes staring at her. 
Please let this be the right choice.
Cady threw the lid open. 
Black lights swarmed out like flying beetles. Cady squealed and lurched to her feet, sprinting out of the throne circle. The lights ignored her, zooming instead towards the ten gods and slipping into their partially-opened mouths. 
Panic wrapped around Cady’s chest like strangulation seaweed. She glanced towards the open double doors, only ten or so steps away from her, deciding if she should make a run for it. ‘Please let me have made the right choice,’ she prayed to the Tyches as the frost melted from the gods’ skin and hair, as if sunlight were warming them from the inside. 
The Olympians began to stir, blinking their eyes. 
‘What is happening?’ Artemis snapped. ‘I thought we were supposed to freeze.’
‘We did,’ Zeus replied, his voice full of authority. He rose from his throne, his eyes locking on to Cady, who was standing halfway to the doors. 
Her legs threatened to give out as chills spread over her body like insects crawling over her skin. He’s going to kill me. The messenger always dies. Why didn’t I think this through?
‘A human,’ Ares spat. He lunged up and held out a hand, like he was about to summon a fireball. ‘I will take care of it.’ 
Cady squeezed her eyes shut. Please don’t let it hurt.
‘What?!’ 
Cady peeked an eye open. Ares was staring at his empty palm, dumbfounded. 
‘We relinquished our powers, remember?’ Aphrodite said, talking down to him as though he was a fool. 
‘I want them back. Now!’ Ares demanded, his gaze shooting to Zeus. 
‘Sit down, Ares,’ Zeus ordered. 
Ares jutted his jaw but complied. 
Hera remained in her throne; she touched the back of Zeus’s hand. ‘What is happening, Zeus? Do you know this human?’
Cady’s entire body was trembling. Why had she come here? Of course the gods wouldn’t let her live. Nemertes had lied when she’d said the gods would reward Cady. The gods despised humans, and she doubted she would be an exception. 
A smile touched Zeus’s lips. ‘It worked. We’re alive. The threat of humans has passed, which is why this one’—he nudged his head to Cady—‘has awakened us.’
‘Did Nemertes send you?’ Poseidon leaned forward to look at Cady with eyes as blue as sapphires. 
Cady managed a nod. Her throat was too tight and dry to speak. 
‘How is she? How are all my nereids?’
Cady opened her mouth, but no sound came out. 
‘I think humans are even more daft now than they were when we ruled,’ Apollo remarked with distaste. 
‘I do not care about your nereids.’ Zeus silenced Poseidon. ‘What year is it? How long has it been since our reign?’ 
Cady swallowed, trying to clear the dryness keeping her from talking. 
‘Speak!’ Zeus snapped.
‘It-t-t’s 2019,’ Cady stammered out. ‘You’ve been dead—I mean gone—for sixteen centuries.’ 
‘Sixteen centuries!’ Demeter shrieked. ‘I was not aware it would be that long.’ She rose from her throne. ‘I have somewhere to go. Let us eat ambrosia to regain our powers.’
‘Sit down, Demeter,’ Zeus ordered. ‘We need to know what has become of the world before we go anywhere.’
Demeter pursed her lips and dropped back onto her tree throne. 
Cady stiffened as Zeus approached her. He doesn’t have his powers. He can’t kill me—at least not with lightning.
‘Tell me of the world,’ Zeus said, stopping a few feet from her. ‘What has happened since the battle?’
Cady dropped her gaze to Zeus’s chest. She didn’t think he’d appreciate her staring him in the eyes—eyes the same azure blue shade as Hailey’s on a clear sunny day. ‘Um, well, when the gods died—I mean, the other gods… not you… obviously—their powers fell from the sky. Now humans have them.’
‘Unworthy scum!’ Poseidon growled. ‘I told you before we froze ourselves that this would happen,’ he said to Zeus. ‘They stole our powers.’ His furious eyes settled on Cady. ‘YOU stole our powers!’ He clutched his trident, and a tremor jolted through the floor.
‘No.’ Cady shook her head. ‘I didn’t. I don’t have a god power. I came here so that you would take your powers back. Too many of my kind abuse them. Nemertes said you would make it right. That is why I awakened you.’ 
‘And how do you know Nemertes?’ Poseidon pressed.
‘I… well.’ Cady hesitated. She doubted Poseidon would be happy about his palace being a school.
‘SPEAK, HUMAN!’ Poseidon roared, and another tremor shot through the floor, this one so powerful the entire room shook.
‘The palace is a school now,’ Cady blurted out. 
Poseidon’s face burned red, and Cady thought the god might actually burst into flames. ‘There are humans in my palace?’ he spat. ‘I will not stand for it!’ He slammed his trident down.
The ground shook with the force of an earthquake, and a thin crack tore through the diamond floor from where Poseidon’s trident had struck it. 
‘Enough, Poseidon!’ Zeus said as Cady lost her balance and toppled forward. The King of the Gods stormed over to him, keeping perfect balance, as if immune from the earthquake. He ripped the trident from Poseidon’s hand.
The shaking stopped, the room falling still again as Cady climbed back to her feet, trembling. 
Zeus threw the trident aside, sending it sailing over the throne circle and slamming against the wall. ‘You said you don’t possess a god power,’ he said, focusing his attention back on Cady. ‘What did you mean by that?’
Cady tried to ignore all the glaring eyes on her. ‘Um, the gods’ powers mutated in some humans, creating unique powers. We’re called Others, and considered beneath those with god powers.’
Zeus rubbed his bearded chin. ‘Interesting. What is your power then?’
‘I can blend in with my surroundings—like a chameleon.’ 
‘That stealth power would be useful in battle,’ Ares remarked. 
‘How did you get here?’ Zeus asked. 
‘A seed. One from a griffin’s nest.’
‘Ah, I forgot about those,’ Zeus mused. ‘I suppose this means you will need assistance returning?’
Cady nodded, relief beginning to creep in. It didn’t sound like killing her was part of the plan.
‘Well, first we require our powers. We must indulge in a feast of ambrosia to regain them. You will join us. Tell us of this new world.’ 
It didn’t take long for the gods to organise the feast, which was simply plates of gold fruit that looked like apples but smelled like honey. Cady sat at an enormous table with the gods, who spent the entire time glaring at her between bites of their food and sips of their drinks. Her entire body was tense, waiting for any one of them to hurl a fireball at her the second their powers returned.
‘Who rules your world?’ Zeus asked Cady. He sat at the head of the table, with Cady on his left side. 
Cady’s throat was as dry as sun-baked sand, but she managed to answer, saying, ‘The Government. It’s formed of dignitaries from each continent—there are seven altogether.’
‘I see,’ Zeus said, taking a sip from his goblet. ‘Where do they reside?’
‘They, um, live in their own countries. I, uh, don’t know the addresses. But I could find out.’
‘That complicates things a bit. It would have been much easier to kill them all with one fireball to their palace.’ Zeus shrugged. ‘Never mind. It will still be easy enough to dethrone them.’ 
‘I will destroy them all!’ Ares proclaimed from where he sat near the end of the table with Aphrodite. 
‘Patience, Ares,’ Zeus chided him. ‘I know you are hungry for blood and vengeance, but we must be strategic about how we reclaim our rightful place as the rulers of this world. Humans have powers now—’
‘Yes, our powers,’ Poseidon growled. Cady gulped, getting the distinct feeling the god wanted to drown her with the water sitting in her goblet. 
‘We will get them back,’ Zeus promised before focusing back on Cady. ‘Do you have any thoughts on how best to depose this Government you speak of?’
Cady did her best to ignore the hate and anger pouring off the gods as she said, ‘Well, there’s this cult called the Olympian Mysteries. They’d do anything to help the Olympians—you—return to power. They have spies all over the world. They’d know how to get rid of the Government.’
‘Interesting,’ Zeus said, rubbing his chin. ‘Using humans to overthrow humans, I like that. Where do I find this cult?’
‘Nemertes knows. She’s been working with them for the past five months—she used them to release a gorgon in the palace to keep Amathia distracted while I found a way to get here, to Olympus.’
‘Do you mean Stetho?’ Poseidon demanded from across the table.
‘Not now, Poseidon,’ Zeus snapped, silencing him. ‘How many humans are in this Olympian cult?’
Zeus continued asking Cady questions, getting as much information about how to reclaim control over the world as possible. The other gods chimed in from time to time, usually to hiss their distaste, but mostly they stayed quiet, as per Zeus’s instructions. 
‘I believe that is all we need to know for now,’ Zeus said after what seemed like hours of questioning. ‘I will send you back to where you came from.’
‘My palace,’ Poseidon snarled, clutching a goblet in his hand so tightly Cady thought it might collapse into a lump of metal. 
‘You cannot inform anyone of our reawakening.’ Zeus’s eyes were so serious that Cady had no doubt he would kill her if she betrayed him. ‘We will let the world know we’re back when we choose to. But first we must learn as much about it as possible. You will need to bring us books, and whatever else you believe will be useful, about your world.’
‘Okay,’ Cady agreed. ‘But you will take your powers back, won’t you?’
‘Of course.’ A smile tweaked Zeus’s lips—a smile similar to the devious one Nemertes had given her when she’d been convincing Cady to go through with the plan. ‘We cannot have humans thinking they are our equals.’ Zeus’s chair scraped against the diamond floor as he rose to his feet. ‘Ready?’
Cady stood up, finally feeling as though she had made the right choice. She’d earned the gods’ trust—or at least Zeus’s. She would have nothing to fear from them. She and Jayden would be safe. ‘Ready.’ 
Zeus flicked his hand. Flashes of lightning encircled Cady, and she thought for one terrifying moment that Zeus had betrayed her. But then she was back at Poseidon’s Academy, standing in the empty entryway as if she’d never left. 




34
Vengeance
‘I’ve changed my mind. I can’t let you go,’ Evonee said. 
Hailey was standing in her living room with Pandora, ready to go back to Poseidon’s Academy after their one-week mid-semester break. Her mum was in front of her with pleading eyes, holding on to Hailey’s travelling necklace. ‘Mum, we’ve talked about this. You, Demi’s, Alec’s, and Aaron’s parents all said you’d let us go back. You’d give the school one more chance.’ 
Evonee shook her head. ‘There was a gorgon in the school, Hailey. A gorgon! How can I let you go back to a school that didn’t even realise a monster was living in the basement? Not to mention all the other things that have happened since you started at the Academy. You’ll be fine at an ordinary school.’
‘No, I won’t,’ Hailey cut in. ‘I can’t stand ordinary schools—they make me feel like a freak with my powers. I can’t go through that again. Please, Mum. I’ll have my friends still, and there aren’t any more monsters in the palace.’
‘And I’ll be there to watch out for her,’ Pandora added. She’d come back with Hailey for the week. Her mum didn’t know who Pandora really was. She thought she was a new friend whose parents were away. After what Pandora had done to help save the school, Amathia had agreed to let her return to the Academy as a student. 
‘I wish Hailey had your powers,’ Evonee told Pandora. ‘I wouldn’t have to worry so much if she was immortal.’ 
‘I can take care of myself,’ Hailey protested. ‘Come on, I’ll be okay. I’ll write every day like I promised, until you feel okay with me being back there.’
‘I don’t think that’ll ever happen.’
Hailey fiddled with her heart pendant. If she didn’t leave soon, she’d miss her departure time and risk colliding with another student. ‘Mum, how would you feel if someone let you go to a school that was amazing and full of magic, and then that person decided you weren’t allowed to go again and made you go somewhere boring?’
Evonee sighed. ‘I don’t want anything to happen to you.’
‘It won’t.’ As long as the nereids stay away.
Evonee yanked Hailey into a tight hug. Vanilla perfume clung to her mum’s paint-smeared clothes, mixed with the faintest hint of turpentine. ‘You promise me you’ll come home at the first sign of trouble.’
Hailey squeezed her mum back. ‘I promise.’
Tears glistened in Evonee’s eyes when she finally let Hailey go. ‘I love you.’
‘I love you too. But stop worrying.’
‘Sure, a gorgon takes over the school, trapping everyone inside while it picks people off and I’m overreacting?’ Evonee wiped away her tears with a sniff before smiling at Pandora. ‘It was lovely having you, Hope. You can come back anytime.’
Pandora smiled. ‘Thank you, Mrs Woo—I mean Evonee,’ she corrected herself. ‘I’ll see you in a minute, Hailey.’ Pandora dropped a travelling necklace over her head and disappeared. 
‘Mum, I need my necklace.’
Evonee held it out, clasping her fingers over the gold chain as it dangled from her hand. 
Hailey tugged on it, but her Mum didn’t let go. ‘Mum.’
Evonee sighed and dropped her hand from it. ‘I hope I’m doing the right thing.’
‘All of my friends are at the palace. We’ll take care of each other, like always. Now I have to go, or I’ll miss my departure time.’
Evonee dragged her into one more hug. ‘Be safe, kiddo.’
‘I will,’ Hailey promised, slipping the necklace over her head. She gripped her suitcase, which was stuffed with brand new clothes to replace all the burned ones, and waved goodbye. 
The world swirled around her, and a few seconds later she was on a sandy island, staring at a glistening sea. ‘Hi, Madam Grayson,’ she said to her overseer. 
‘I’m glad to see you’re back, Hailey.’ Madam Grayson ticked her name off a list. 
‘I waited for you,’ Pandora said, standing next to their overseer. ‘Alec is over there.’ She pointed to where a bunch of third years were sitting under coconut trees. 
Hailey followed Pandora towards him. He was reading their 2000-page Monsters and Creatures of the World textbook: An A-Z Guide of Monsters and Creatures Living in the Known World.
‘Are you studying already?’ Hailey asked, dropping onto the sand beside him with Pandora. 
‘I’m trying to memorise everything about every monster so that I’m more prepared the next time I have to face one—which seems to be about every month,’ he replied, not taking his eyes off the book; a picture of a horse with a rooster’s tail and feet stared at Hailey from the page.
‘Where’s Demi?’
‘With her boyfriend.’ Alec waved his hand behind him and turned the page of his textbook. 
Demi was a few groups of students away, sitting with Brax. She was laughing at something he’d said. A heaviness pressed against Hailey’s chest. Not you, too, Demi. I can’t lose another best friend.

As if sensing Hailey’s gaze, Demi glanced up. She grinned and waved, then said something to Brax before getting up and running over with her suitcase. 
The tightness gripping her chest lifted like a squeezing hand uncurling. 
‘Hey, Hails. Sorry for being antisocial.’ She settled on the ground, dumping her suitcase in the sand beside her. ‘I haven’t seen Brax since the palace.’ 
‘We’ve only been gone a week,’ Aaron said, joining their group.
‘That’s forever.’ Demi waved a dismissive hand. ‘Can you believe how many students didn’t come back?’
Hailey glanced around at the third years. She hadn’t even noticed before that the group had decreased by at least a fifth. In fact, looking around the entire island, Hailey could see that the overall student population had dropped. ‘I guess not everyone managed to convince their parents to let them come back.’
‘My mum was ready to change her mind,’ Demi said. ‘She actually hid my travelling necklace—I found it in the rabbit hutch.’
Hailey chuckled. ‘If we had a rabbit hutch, I think my mum would have done the same.’
‘It doesn’t look like Jayden came back,’ Aaron remarked, eyes searching the students.
‘Or Cady,’ Demi added. 
Hailey looked around again. They were right, Jayden and Cady weren’t there. She couldn’t help but feel sad about that. Her and Jayden might not have been that close this year, but she still thought of him as a friend. And now he was gone. 
‘Medusa, Venus and the twins aren’t here either,’ Demi blurted out.
Hailey grinned like someone who’d just found out a Tyche was going to bless them with luck for the rest of their life. ‘You’re right. They’re not.’ Blue skies!
‘Thank the Tyches.’ Alec beamed, finally glancing up from his textbook. 
‘Wow.’ Aaron shook his head. ‘I can’t even imagine what school will be like without the evil trio.’
‘Amazing,’ Demi said.
‘All right, third years, get together,’ Madam Grayson called out.
They straightened from the sand and formed a group in front of their overseer, standing just a little way back from the waves rolling onto the shore. 
Hailey planted her feet in the sand as Master Anderson pitched a blue orb into the sea. Crack! The earth shook a heartbeat later, a few coconuts shaking loose from the trees as the sea spun into a whirlpool and swallowed Master Anderson up. 
Hailey couldn’t help but smile as students began jumping into the whirlpool, all of them disappearing so quickly it was as if they’d dematerialised. She was heading back to Poseidon’s Academy, which would be free of the nereids, and Venus and the twins. It would be Elysium. Except for the fact she would again have no idea what the nereids were up to. What if they’re busy scheming with the Mysteries?

‘Alec, have you heard anything more about the Olympian Mysteries?’ Like if they’ve been spotted taking multiple trips to the sea to meet the nereids. 
Alec shook his head. ‘My dad says the authorities are still looking for them.’
‘My dad’s looking for them too,’ Aaron added as students continued jumping into the whirlpool. ‘I told him what happened, and he’s making it a priority to locate and dismantle the group.’ 
That’s a relief—if anyone can find them, it’s PET. ‘I hope they catch them soon,’ Hailey said. She was done with spoiling diabolical plots. She just wanted to get through the rest of high school—the rest of her life—without seeing another nereid, god, monster, or a member of the Olympian Mysteries. 
‘Hi, Hailey.’
Hailey spun around, sweat dripping down her palms when she saw Brennan. ‘Oh, hi, Brennan. Um, how are you feeling? I never got to see you after… well, you know.’
‘Getting turned to stone?’
Hailey laughed nervously. ‘Yeah, that.’ 
‘I’m okay,’ he said, and started chewing his lip. ‘I, um, wanted to thank you for saving me. I mean not that that’s what you were doing. You were trying to save the entire school. Not just me. Obviously.’
‘I’m sorry Stetho got you,’ Hailey said, her palms turning sweatier and sweatier. ‘The only reason you were down there was to keep guard for me and my friends.’ 
‘I just remember red eyes...’ Brennan’s voice was distant. He shook his head, as if trying to clear away a memory. ‘Anyway, see you around.’
‘Make out already,’ Demi said when Brennan was out of earshot.
‘What?’ Hailey gaped at Demi. 
‘It’s so obvious you like each other—or at least he likes you.’
‘No, he doesn’t,’ Hailey said, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt. 
‘Whatever,’ Demi said with a smirk. 
When it was finally the third years’ turn to jump into the whirlpool, Hailey grouped up with Demi, Alec, Aaron, and Pandora.
‘Is it safe?’ Pandora stared at the swirling water with wide eyes.
Hailey had forgotten that Pandora had never travelled to the palace from the island before. ‘Yes. It’s like a portal. You jump in and you fall to Poseidon’s Academy.’
Pandora gulped, taking a step back. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Come on.’ Demi tugged Pandora’s hand. ‘What are you even afraid of? It’s not like you can actually die—okay, yeah, you’re wearing the bracelet, but we’ll take it off if you do die… But you’re not going to die.’
‘Hurry up,’ students behind them complained.
‘It’s safe,’ Hailey told Pandora. ‘I promise.’
‘I trust you.’ Pandora sucked in a deep breath and jumped with the rest of them.
The water swirled around Hailey like a tornado, salty sea-spray misting her face. 
‘You can breathe,’ Aaron told Pandora, his suitcase clutched in his hand as he dropped through the swirling tunnel of water. 
Pandora slowly let out the breath she was holding and quickly sucked in another one. ‘Cool.’
‘Whirlpool is the best way to travel,’ Demi remarked, right before the tornado of water vanished and they landed in the grounds. 
‘Welcome back,’ Master Anderson said from beside them, patiently waiting next to the portal for all the students to drop down so he could suck the portal back into the glass orb he was holding. 
Hailey and her friends veered towards the palace, dragging their suitcases with them. 
‘Hailey,’ someone called as she was about to walk through the palace’s doors. 
She whirled around and smiled at Lacey running towards her from the whirlpool. ‘Lacey. I’m glad you’re okay.’
‘I need to talk to you about something—badly enough that I jumped into the portal before it was the first years’ turn.’ 
Demi grabbed Hailey’s suitcase. ‘We’ll meet you in the common room.’ 
‘Thanks,’ Hailey said, and focused her attention on Lacey, who was rubbing her hands together and avoiding Hailey’s gaze. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘I needed to apologise to you. Well, probably the whole school.’
Hailey cocked an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’
‘It was my fault Stetho got out.’
Hailey’s confusion deepened. ‘Huh?’
‘Do you remember how I was talking to a shade that day you gave me back my notebook?’
Hailey nodded.
‘Well, apparently it wasn’t a shade.’ 
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know how nymphs are spirits?’
‘Yes.’ Hailey was starting to think that being stone for so long had messed with Lacey’s brain, because she was making zero sense. 
‘Apparently—according to Amathia—nymphs can release their spirits from their bodies if they drink a rare plant called a silver lotus. And when they’re in their spirit form, they look like shades. Amathia said that the “shade” I spoke to that day was really her sister Nemertes pretending to be a long dead lover of Poseidon’s.’
Dread hitched Hailey’s breath. ‘What happened to you?’
‘Like I told you, the shade wanted me to find her necklace and reunite it with her body. She said the necklace was hidden in a passageway behind a painting in the nereids’ chamber, so that’s where I went. I found the necklace, and it looked exactly like a travelling necklace. I figured Hermes’s symbol was probably used in ancient times, so I didn’t think much of it. The shade told me that her body was at the end of the passageway, behind another painting—this one was of Medusa. When I went in there I didn’t find a pile of bones.’ She rubbed her arms, the hairs standing on end. ‘I found a gorgon. She was waiting for me. I was so surprised I couldn’t move. She snatched the necklace right out of my hand… and then I remember glowing red eyes.’ Lacey gulped. ‘So it was my fault Stetho got out. I gave her the travelling necklace.’
Wow, that was a lot to take in. Hailey had thought the Olympian Mysteries had infiltrated the school and given Stetho the necklace. She’d never thought it was another student. But it wasn’t Lacey’s fault. It was Nemertes. Again. That conniving harpy! Hailey put a hand on Lacey’s shoulder. ‘Lacey, trust me when I say this wasn’t your fault. The nereids are really manipulative. How were you supposed to know that a shade was really a nereid in spirit form pretending to be a shade? You were trying to help a spirit move on, and Nemertes used your powers against you.’ 
‘Thanks.’ Lacey twirled one of her ponytails. ‘I still feel bad though. I wanted to say that I’m sorry for what I put you through. It must have been really scary facing a gorgon.’
‘It was,’ Hailey agreed. ‘But I’ve faced a few monsters in the past.’
Lacey’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really?’
‘Yeah, anyway, I better go find my friends.’
‘Okay. I’ll see you later.’
Hailey repeated everything Lacey had told her the second she found her friends in the common room, where they were sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace.
‘Amathia should have killed those harpies.’ Demi tossed a small piece of charred wood into the blue fire.
‘So that’s what Amathia was referring to when she mentioned the silver lotus back in the maze—Stetho never used it. She got Amathia to get it so she could give it to Nemertes,’ Alec said, nodding his head with understanding. ‘They’ve been planning this attack since last year.’ 
‘You’ve got to admit it was a smart plan.’ Aaron leaned back on his hands. ‘I bet Nemertes was really proud of herself when she came up with it.’
‘I think they’re out of plans now,’ Hailey said. ‘We might finally be rid of them.’
‘I hope so.’ Demi flicked another wood crumb into the fire. ‘Because I need to take like a year off from monster slaying. I’m exhausted.’
‘Amathia wants everyone in the main hall for lunch,’ Madam Grayson announced, ducking her head up from the stairs before disappearing back down them.
Hailey and her friends ambled towards the staircase with the rest of the third years.
‘Can you believe how many students didn’t come back?’ Kora asked, appearing beside Hailey as she made her way down the stairs.
‘My parents almost didn’t let me come back,’ Tahlia said. ‘I thought I’d have to hit them with sleep dust and steal my travelling necklace from them.’
‘At least they’ll be less fighting when it comes to getting a table in the main hall,’ Demi pointed out. 
They picked a spot near the front of the main hall at Demi’s request, just in case Amathia chose to bring them up for the whole school to congratulate them on saving everyone.
Amathia entered the main hall fifteen minutes later, her dress flowing behind her as she walked between the rows of tables and came to a stop at the front of the hall. ‘I’m glad that most of you have returned. I understand that allowing you to come back here was a difficult choice for your parents. I made a promise to them that I would keep you safe, and that is a promise I have every intention of keeping. There are no more monsters lurking in hidden chambers.’
The students chuckled. 
‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that.’
Hailey’s head whipped around, and her heart stumbled to a stop as she lost the ability to breathe. A man with a black beard peppered with grey, and wearing a toga made of the same fish-scale-like material as the nereids’ dresses, was striding down the centre of the main hall. Hailey easily recognised him from her Ancient History classes. But he couldn’t be here. Poseidon was meant to be dead. 
‘Poseidon!’ the word was a gasp from Amathia.
The hall was deathly quiet, as if a silence spell had been cast over the room. Hailey guessed everyone was feeling the same as her—like this was some kind of trick, because there was no way an Olympian god was here right now. 
‘Yes, I have returned, as was prophesised,’ he said to Amathia, stopping in front of her. ‘I am sickened that you have filled my sacred palace with humans. I always knew you held compassion for them, but this is too far, Amathia.’
Amathia didn’t say anything, just stared at Poseidon, completely lost for words. 
Poseidon faced the hall of students. His eyes radiated so much hate that Hailey thought everyone might burst into flames. ‘OUT!’ he roared, throwing his arms to the sides.
Nobody moved. Everyone was frozen in terror and disbelief as they stared at the Olympian. Power radiated from him, giving the air an electric feel. 
The roar of rushing water forced Hailey’s eyes from the god and back towards the archway. A wave as tall as the ceiling pummelled into the main hall. The terror that had paralysed everyone lifted as students screamed and scrambled from their chairs. But there was nowhere to run.
The water blasted in like a tsunami. 
Hailey grabbed Demi’s and Alec’s hand a heartbeat before the wave hit her. The water felt like a glass wall slamming into her, and the force of it ripped Demi’s hand from her grip. She’d have shouted out her friend’s name if she hadn’t been afraid of water gushing into her lungs and drowning her. Alec’s grip tightened, almost breaking her fingers as he held on to her for dear life. 
Hailey’s head bobbed up, and she sucked in a breath before more water plunged her again. She clawed back to the surface as the water dragged her into the entryway, which was now a pool, with water reaching halfway up the staircases. Hailey tried to swim towards the stairs, but the water’s current held her as tightly as a giant holding its captured prey as it sent her straight towards a wall. 
She tensed, waiting for the impact. An airy feeling, like she was made of wind, swept over her body instead, and she passed through the wall as though it were nothing more than an illusion. The water carried her into the flooded grounds, where wave after wave rose from the sea, surging straight for the palace as though determined to turn it into rubble. 
Hailey inhaled a breath of air before her head was dunked again. She did this a few more times, bobbing up and down, until the current finally released her. This time when her head broke the surface, she was in the calmer part of the sea—about thirty yards from the palace.
‘It’s a good thing your powers grew when they did,’ Hailey told Alec, letting go of his hand. ‘Otherwise I’d have smashed into that wall.’ 
Alec only managed a nod. His lips were pressed together so tightly he looked as if he were about to vomit. 
She shook him. ‘Come on, we can freak out later. We need to find Demi and Aaron.’ 
How is this possible? Hailey’s mind reeled as she swam past crying and shaking students. How is Poseidon alive? Pandora watched the nereids all year, and they never left the island, at least not long enough to swim off and resurrect the gods. But who else would have awakened Poseidon... the Mysteries? How? And did they awaken the other Olympians too?

‘Hailey! Hailey!’
Hailey broke from her thoughts and swam up to Kora, Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa. 
‘This is insane!’ Kora exclaimed. ‘How is Poseidon alive? The gods are meant to be dead.’
‘Not anymore.’ Tahlia shuddered.
‘So do we wait until we drown or a sea-monster eats us?’ Lexa asked, her long hair floating on top of the water 
‘Need a ride?’
Relief flooded Hailey when she saw Demi riding a sea-horse towards her, with Pandora on the back. 
‘How did you get to the stable?’ Alec asked, swimming up beside Hailey as Demi came to a stop next to them.
‘Aaron used his force field to repel the water,’ Demi explained, her horse kicking its flippers just slightly enough to tread water. ‘He figured it was probably a good idea to let the sea-horses out to save people.’ 
‘Is that Kendra?’ Kora squinted at the sky. 
Hailey spotted Rain’s sparkling white fur as she soared through the air, with Kendra riding on her back. 
‘Yeah, we let Rain out too,’ Demi said. ‘Kendra was near us when Aaron used his force field, so she came to the stable with us.’ 
Something shiny dropped from the sky, and then another thing, and another. ‘What’s Kendra throwing?’ Hailey asked. 
‘Travelling necklaces,’ Pandora said. ‘I saw a chest of them floating in the water and grabbed it.’
‘And here are the others.’ Tahlia plucked a travelling necklace from the water as it floated by her. ‘They must have been in the grounds when Poseidon sent the wave. At least now we have a way out.’
‘Let’s hand them out,’ Lexa said. 
‘Where’s Aaron?’ Hailey asked, only just realising he wasn’t with Demi.
Demi waved a hand behind her. ‘Saving people.’
Aaron was on a sea-horse, right near the palace, scooping out necklaces from the sea and handing them to students’ outstretched hands. Hailey watched the students vanish. What will they tell their parents when they materialise a couple of hours after leaving, she wondered. What would she tell her mum? Would she even believe her about Poseidon and the gods? Actually, where are the other gods? Are they already revealing themselves all around the world, creating monsoons and raining down fireballs?
‘Hailey, help us.’ Kora nudged her.
Hailey plucked a travelling necklace from the water, staring at the gold-winged pendant. Her hands moved towards her head, to put it on so she could head straight home and find out if her mum was safe. ‘Here you go.’ She ripped her hand away from her head and handed the necklace to a first-year boy with teary red eyes. 
As much as she wanted to make sure her mum was okay, and to warn her, she couldn’t abandon everyone here. She needed to stay and help, and hope that Poseidon was the only god on the loose. 
Hailey didn’t know how long it took to get the necklaces distributed to everyone. Thankfully, most students were smart enough to see the necklaces floating and put one on—plus Inbetweeners with the power to dematerialise were saving students from the sea. Hailey kept glancing towards the palace, waiting for Poseidon to reappear, but he never did, and eventually the crashing waves stopped. She prayed to the Tyches that no one was left inside, or drowning at the bottom of the sea. She didn’t even want to think about what had happened to Amathia. Or the teachers. She hadn’t seen any of them out here. What did Poseidon do with them? Maybe they had their own stash of travelling necklaces on them. 
‘Our turn,’ Aaron said after Kora, Tahlia, Tanzy, and Lexa disappeared. 
‘I have to stay.’ Pandora shifted to the front of the sea-horse as Demi dropped into the water. 
‘What?’ Hailey frowned. ‘You can come back with me.’
Pandora shook her head. ‘No. I need to help Amathia somehow.’
‘You’re not exactly immortal anymore,’ Demi pointed out.
‘Deactivate,’ Pandora said to the bracelet. Click. It expanded around her wrist, dangling loosely before slipping into the water and sinking out of sight. 
‘I’ll come back with you,’ Aaron volunteered, still on his sea-horse.
‘No. It’s too dangerous, and I’ll be able to sneak around better on my own. Please go. I’ll find you after I’ve rescued Amathia.’ Pandora didn’t give them a chance to argue; she gently nudged her sea-horse in the ribs, and soared through the water back towards the palace. 
‘Do we go after her?’ Demi asked, reaching her hands onto the back of Aaron’s sea-horse, getting ready to jump onto it. 
‘No.’ Hailey felt awful saying it, but Pandora knew the gods, and she was immortal. She was the best person to go back to the palace and help anyone left behind. ‘We need to trust her.’
‘What’s the plan?’ 
Kendra was hovering above them, the wind from Rain’s flapping wings cooling the water on Hailey’s skin. 
‘Go home. We’ll send you a letter with a plan when we have one,’ Aaron said. 
‘I’ll have to fly—I’m not leaving Rain here. See you in a bit… I hope.’
Rain flapped her wings faster, rising back into the air and flying off over the palace, leaving only the four of them floating in the sea. 
‘You can go back home now,’ Aaron told his horse as he slipped off its back and splashed into the water. ‘Everyone needs to get their families together and meet at Alec’s house,’ Aaron said once the sea-horse began paddling back towards the grounds. 
‘My house? Why?’
‘Because you’re the one with all the ancient artefacts,’ Aaron said. ‘We’ll need weapons to fight the gods.’
Alec shook his head. ‘We’re not fighting the gods. We’re not in the military—we haven’t even finished school!’
‘Stop arguing,’ Aaron snapped. ‘I’ll bring my dad and his team. They’ll come up with a plan.’ 
‘Okay,’ Alec squeaked as he turned as pale as a Thanatos’s victim. 
‘I know we’ve been through a lot,’ Demi said, ‘but I’m really scared.’
‘Me too,’ Hailey agreed, her mind still trying to comprehend how the Olympians—or at least one of them—could be back from the dead. ‘See you soon,’ she told her friends, slipping the travelling necklace over her head and praying to the Tyches that her mum hadn’t left the house. 
Did you enjoy joining Hailey for her third year at Poseidon’s Academy? For newbie authors like me, reviews are really important, so if you can find the time to leave one on your favourite book website, such as Amazon or Goodreads, it would mean a lot to me.
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