
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Wild Hunt

    

    




      
        River Ramsey

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by River Ramsey

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Free Book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

    

    
      
        Free Book

      

      
        Connect

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Want a free Reverse Harem romance?

      Join my newsletter HERE!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      Evidently, a murder followed by a student freaking out and almost leveling half the school was not what qualified as justification for a break at Olympus Academy. At least I got Friday off to regroup. They offered to let me return home for the weekend, but as much as I missed my friends, that would mean coming clean to Mom about everything that had happened—and I wasn’t that self-loathing, despite Hades’ best attempts.

      My first day back, it became clear that while the Hunt was still on, the remainder of the student body now recognized me as a far more dangerous form of prey. Their attempts went from overt hazing, like tripping me in the halls, to outright shunning, but I was used to it.

      Hell, after everything I’d just been through, including an unexpected and world-shaking visit from Hermes, it was a relief to be back to business as usual. Even if that business was being the school pariah.

      I found myself yawning halfway through first period. I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Nothing like finding out you might share half of your DNA with the banished god of war and strife to promote a little insomnia.

      “Am I boring you, Kore?” Hephaestus asked in a wry tone.

      I grimaced, sitting up sharply to face him. The remark earned snickers from around the room, but he silenced them with a single look. “No, sir. Sorry.”

      Hephaestus gave me a stern frown and turned back to the board where he was laying out the various connections between human society and the gods. I was really trying to pay attention, but it was hard to attend to mortal affairs when my own parentage was evidently a hot subject among the Council.

      I couldn’t get Hermes’ final words out of my head, either. What could they possibly want with me? It had to be related to my father, but he was banished and had been for as long as I was old enough to remember.

      Come to think of it, I didn’t even know why he’d been banished in the first place. There were the usual rumors. Treason against the gods, inciting malice, all the typical hobbies of the shunned and reviled.

      Guess that ran in the family.

      When the bell rang, I didn’t even bother to get up right away. I wasn’t in the mood to be pushed and shoved aside, but by the time I finally left the classroom last, I found myself the object of Hades’ unwanted attention.

      He was leaning against the wall, looking handsome and dickish as ever. The striped scarf around his neck was a fashion risk, but it paid off. He had the perfect blend of preppy and dark going on, and it worked for him somehow.

      I’d sooner die than admit that, but it was true.

      “What do you want?”

      “You’ve been a space case lately,” he remarked. “Just making sure you’re not on the verge of another meltdown.”

      I shot him a death glare. “So what, you want to make sure you can hasten it?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You had your chance to play nice, but that doesn’t mean I’m entirely apathetic about what happens to you.”

      “Fuck off, Hades,” I said, brushing past him.

      His hand shot out and planted on the wall behind me. I braced myself for the wave of irritation that always washed over me when he talked. Odin’s words were fresh in my mind. One more strike and I was out.

      “You may not care what people think, but I don’t want my future bride to end up in a padded cell before graduation. It’s humiliating.”

      “You’re so thoughtful,” I quipped, clutching my books tighter against my chest to fight the urge to bitchslap him again.

      Not my proudest moment. One of the best, sure, but not the proudest.

      He clenched his jaw and his eyes flickered over me the way they did so often, like he was trying to figure out what to make of me.

      Funny, because I had no such problem when it came to him.

      “I know something’s going on,” he said, leaning in. “And I will find out what it is.”

      I leaned in to match him, trying not to think about just how close our lips were. The kiss that never should have happened was still at the forefront of my recent memory, and as much as it pissed me off, I knew I owed him one.

      Then again, considering all he’d put me through, we weren’t even close to even yet.

      “You say that like I give a shit what you do or don’t know.” I shoved him just hard enough to get him out of my way but not enough to draw attention.

      He just smirked, his hands in his pockets as he watched me. “We’ll see.”

      Irritation bubbled up in my chest like heartburn, but it was going to take a hell of a lot more than a chalky tablet to be rid of the nuisance that was Hades.

      I made it through the rest of my day relatively unscathed, and even managed to get through Artemis’ training session without killing anyone. Of course, my fellow classmates were even less eager to team up with me than usual, but that was to be expected.

      I was on my way back to the dorm when I saw the crowd formed in the hall that led to the men’s wing.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, straining to get a better look. I turned to the girl next to me and asked, “What’s going on?”

      She gave me a disgusted look, like something off the bottom of her shoe was talking to her. “I don’t know, some dude’s fighting with his roommate,” she said before turning back to try and get a better look.

      The way the crowd was pressing in, I was starting to feel claustrophobic. I finally managed to edge my way through the crowd enough to see it break up ahead. Right outside Dionysus’ door.

      Dread welled up within me even before I saw him on the floor, holding the right side of his face like it hurt. Atlas was standing over him looking like an angry bull with his fists clenched.

      “Hey!” I bellowed, pushing my way to the front. I put myself between Atlas and Dionysus instinctively, even though I knew that was probably the last thing he wanted. “What the hell is going on here?”

      Atlas narrowed his eyes at me, but I was used to being unwelcome. Might as well be for a good reason. “Stay out of this,” he growled. “This doesn't concern you.”

      “The hell it doesn't,” I snapped. Dionysus was my friend and the one person who'd been decent to me. Even though I probably wasn't doing him any favors by intervening publicly, I wasn't thinking about that right now. I just saw someone I cared about in trouble, and I never had been good at standing down.

      “Kore,” Dionysus said wearily, looking up at me. When I saw the dark red mark forming around his right eye, rage burned in my chest.

      “Did you do this?” I demanded, turning back to Atlas. Fuck getting expelled, there was about to be another murder at the Academy and this time, there would be plenty of witnesses.

      “So?” he scoffed, folding his arms. “The little creep deserves it.”

      I didn't care what Dionysus had done, he didn’t deserve to be taken down by someone twice his size. Besides, I highly doubted Atlas and I had the same standards for what was worthy of physical violence. “You're the creep,” I spat. Everyone was staring at me now, but at least the focus was off Dionysus.

      For an Academy full of Olympians, there were surprisingly few people willing to stand up and do what was right. Then again, their parents weren't much better.

      “You were the one on my phone,” Dionysus hissed, getting to his feet.

      Sure enough, I recognized the rose gold device in Atlas’ grasp. Definitely not his style.

      I snatched the phone from him while I had the chance, but the display came on before I could stop it, revealing a picture of a very naked dude I’d never seen before. Probably a model, given his good looks and washboard abs. My face warmed as I clicked the phone shut and handed it to Dionysus before Atlas could reach for it back.

      “Missing the part where his phone is any of your business,” I said flatly, folding my arms.

      Atlas looked between me and Dionysus, rage burning in his eyes. I could tell he was calculating whether or not he wanted to push past me to get to his roommate but the audience made things too complicated for his meathead brain to process.

      “Just take your shit and get out,” he snarled, stalking into the room only to return a moment later with an armful of Dionysus’ clothes. He tossed them on the floor along with a bag.

      “That’s my laptop, you oaf,” Dionysus snapped, reaching for the bag. At least it had landed on the pile of clothes.

      “I’m not gonna room with a weirdo like you for another second,” Atlas growled, looking back at the other students. “Don’t need you perving on me while I’m getting dressed.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Dionysus muttered, gathering his things.

      I stooped to help him, since I needed something to do with my hands other than wrapping them around that thick throat of Atlas’. “You’re one to talk about being a perv,” I sneered. “I heard you fucked your cousin over summer break.”

      His nostrils flared and for a moment, I was sure he really was going to charge me, girl or not. One of his friends reached out to grab him even though he was more than a little bit late collecting his trash.

      “Come on, bro, they’re not worth it.”

      Atlas was still seething, but his ire turned to cruel satisfaction as he looked me over. “I hope Hades fucking buries you, you little bitch.” He spat at me and as soon as I felt a vine coiling around my wrist, Dionysus’ hand wrapped around it, too.

      “He’s the one who’s not worth it,” he said in a low tone. “Don’t get yourself expelled over me.”

      I hesitated but finally gave up straining when Atlas and his posse of lunkheads turned the corner. The crowd was still gawking at us and all it took was a step in their direction to make them fall back.

      Once they’d dispersed, I turned to see Dionysus stuffing his things into his bag. “I should get back in there for the rest of my stuff before he comes back,” he muttered.

      “I’ll help you,” I offered.

      He hesitated, looking me over. “This is probably the one case where even your reputation could be damaged by association.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, and… I’m sorry about all that,” I said, unsure of how else to say it. “Atlas is a douchebag and so are they.”

      “It’s fine. I’m used to it,” he said with a shrug. “It was only a matter of time before it got out anyway.”

      I frowned. “Who you are isn’t something that should matter if it ‘gets out,’ and it’s total bullshit that it does. Just another reason to hate this shitty school and I don’t give a fuck who knows we’re friends. There are plenty of reasons to look down on me, but that’s definitely not one of them.”

      He gave me a tired smile. “Thanks. I mean it.”

      “I’m sorry for losing it back there,” I muttered. “Probably didn’t help anything.”

      “No,” he mused with a glimmer in his eyes. “Looks like we’re both social pariahs now.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “We should form a club or something.
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      Once I’d helped Dionysus gather the rest of his things, I brought him back to my room to stash them while he figured out what to do next. And that was how I found myself pacing the floor of my dorm, getting madder the more I thought about the whole thing.

      “This is textbook discrimination,” I told him. “We should go to the headmaster. Atlas is the one who should be getting kicked out of his room and the Academy itself, not you.”

      “Right, because Odin is so fair and progressive.”

      He had a point, but still. “It’s worth a shot. We can’t let him get away with it.”

      “Look at the world we live in, Kory. People even more ignorant than Atlas are getting away with a lot worse on a daily basis,” he said calmly.

      “That just makes it even more fucked up,” I muttered. “How are you so calm about this?”

      He shrugged. “When you’ve spent your life hiding, it’s not a huge shock when people confirm you had a reason to hide in the first place.”

      I frowned as his words sank in, but it was eye opening, to say the least. At least people hated me because of what I’d done. Dionysus was a model student and he’d never done shit to anyone, but some prick with an anger problem could just come along and ruin his reputation for something that shouldn’t have even mattered in the first place.

      And the worst part was, I knew he was right. Odin wouldn’t care. Maybe a few of the teachers would have, but just like the students who didn’t want to rock the boat, they’d keep silent while the bullies lived on to torment another day.

      This time, they’d picked the wrong target.

      “What’s wrong?” Dionysus asked, eyeing me warily. “I know that look. It never means anything good.”

      “What look?”

      “Come on,” he said flatly. “It’s me you’re talking to.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m plotting revenge.”

      “Kory, I told you --”

      “It’s not just about this,” I promised. “This is definitely the straw that broke the camel’s back, but the camel was a fed up bitch a hundred straws ago.”

      “Okay, so what’s going through your mind?” He still sounded nervous, but I could tell curiosity was winning out for the moment.

      “This school is fifty shades of fucked up, right?” I asked, plopping down next to him.

      “That’s one way to say it,” he chuckled. “What’s your point?”

      I shrugged. “Someone should change it.”

      “Someone meaning us?” he asked doubtfully.

      “Who else? Not like we have anything to lose.”

      “I’m sorry, but were these past couple of months you not trying? Because if so, I’m kind of afraid to see what trying looks like for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not talking about getting petty revenge on the Triad. They’re just three oozing symptoms of the cancer at the bottom of this school.”

      He frowned, and it took him a moment to realize what I was talking about. “You mean Odin?” he asked, his eyes widening.

      “Our ‘headmaster’ is nothing more than a glorified bully himself,” I answered. “He doesn’t deserve the job, and I know for a fact there are people on the Council who’d agree if half the shit that’s allowed to go on at this place got out.”

      “You realize that no one’s going to believe you over Odin, right?” Dionysus asked. “Or me, for that matter. We’re low on the totem pole in here and out there.”

      “I know, but they won’t have to believe us. All we have to do is make it so obvious that anyone with eyes could see it, and if the right people see it, all the assholes who’ve let it go on for this long will have no choice but to do something about it.”

      He hesitated, but I could tell he was actually thinking about my words. “And how do you propose we do that?”

      “We’re still in the middle of a murder investigation, as much as everyone might like to pretend otherwise,” I said with a shrug. “For the first time in forever, people are actually watching Odin with a critical eye—and I say we give them something to see.”

      “You mean framing him?”

      “Please. You only need to frame someone when they’re not guilty,” I snorted. “I’m talking subterfuge. Resisting from the inside.”

      “That’s going to be difficult to do, considering that we’re both relegated to the outside of acceptable society now.”

      “That’ll just make it easier to get away with,” I said with a shrug. “We’ll play along. Let them think we’re victims.”

      “We aren’t?” he asked warily.

      “No! And if we are, it’s time to stop,” I answered. “I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of being the punching bag for a bunch of elite, ignorant jocks who think they run the world just because they have rich daddies.”

      “I suppose it would be nice to get some comeuppance for a change,” he murmured. “But that’s still not a game plan.”

      “Nope. That’s for the Games.”

      “The Games?” His eyes widened even more. “What are you talking about?”

      “The winners get to make a speech, right?”

      “Kore…”

      “I’m just saying, it’s the one time of year the entire world of the gods is watching. Why not give them something to watch?”

      “It’s certainly a thought.”

      “The winner of the Games is the epoch of everything the Academy is trying to instill,” I reasoned. “If someone were to use that platform to call attention to the issues at this school, then the Council wouldn’t have a choice but to investigate. Especially with all the bad press we’ve been getting lately.”

      “Yes, but all that is predicated on the fact that we’d have to win.”

      I grinned. “About that. What do you do Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays after school?”
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      “I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Dionysus groaned as we stretched out our hamstrings on the lawn Artemis had claimed for practice that day.

      “I can be very persuasive,” I informed him.

      “Yes, especially when you have a captive audience.”

      I smiled unapologetically. He’d been staying with me for the last few days, ever since Atlas’ little tantrum. It was probably a temporary fix until the teachers got wind of it, but I was counting on their total lack of attention to student affairs, selective though it was.

      “Alright everyone, line up,” Artemis barked. “Time to list the final roster.”

      I sprang to my feet and went to the end of the line with Dionysus. Until I’d gotten him to agree, albeit reluctantly, I’d been fearful that no one was going to be willing to be on the same team as me. After all, every competitor in the Games would be gunning for me as soon as they began.

      “Now, I’m sure most of you already know the rules, but since we have a couple of newcomers, I’ll go over them once more,” Artemis announced, glancing our way. “You’ll be forming teams of two to four, and while you may be tempted to think more is better, that’s not always the case. There are certain trials that favor coordination over numbers and it more or less evens out in the end. Groups of three are statistically more represented in the finals, but we’ve had two-man teams do a clean sweep and teams of four who didn’t make it past the first round. All that said, choose your team and your teammates carefully, and remember… your choice is final.”

      I took a deep breath. When I’d first come to this school, I couldn’t have cared less about the Games or winning them, but now, things were different. This school was rotten to the core and I actually stood a shot at doing something about it.

      At least, that was what I had to tell myself.

      “Is she always this intense?” Dionysus whispered.

      Before I could answer, Artemis was right in front of us. She looked at the young god next to me, her eyes narrowed. “Is there something you’d like to share with the class, Dionysus?”

      He gulped audibly. “N--no, ma’am.”

      “Good,” she said, turning back to the others. “Then let’s begin. We’ll start with you, Ingrid, since this should be easy.”

      The Valkyries were already preening, banded together in the same group of four they always traveled in. “We’re together,” Ingrid announced. The others seemed happy to let her speak for them, but they always did everything in unison, after all.

      “Alright,” Artemis barked. “Next.”

      As she went down the line, students paired themselves off in groups of three and four. Not a single duo, despite Artemis’ reassurance that it was a perfectly valid option. By the time she got to us, I was feeling a bit less confident, but it wasn’t like we had another option.

      “Just us,” I said, ignoring the snickering of a few groups down the line.

      I was sure the Valkyries were eating this up, but until recently, I had feared Artemis was going to draw lots and stick me with some poor, unsuspecting trio.

      “It’s settled, then,” Artemis announced, making a note on the parchment in front of her with a quill pen that appeared with a flick of her hand. “From this point on, you’ll be training in your groups. Now, everyone, do ten laps around the Academy. Last group back gets to pull out the stakes in the ground left over from defensive maneuvering.”

      Everyone groaned, but as soon as she gave the mark, they shot off like rockets. Dionysus and I weren’t at the head of the pack, but as long as we stayed somewhere in the middle, I was happy.

      For now.

      “Is she serious? This is like boot camp.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “What, is this really the first time you’ve had to exert yourself?”

      “I find ways to avoid it,” he grumbled. Despite his protests, he was fast, and I found myself struggling to keep up so I wouldn’t hold us back. The ten laps had felt like torture the first time, but every session, it felt easier.

      By the time we finally made it back as the third group, I was wheezing but definitely riding an adrenaline high.

      “You’re dismissed,” Artemis announced, waiting for the others.

      I grabbed my bag and paused when I heard her call my name.

      “Yeah, prof?” I asked, turning to face the goddess.

      “You’ve come a long way,” she remarked in her usual stern fashion. “I expect to see good things from you in the Games. Just try to keep your nose clean so you don’t get expelled before they’re here.”

      I sighed. “I’ll try.”

      Once Dionysus and I were out of earshot, he leaned over and whispered, “What the hell was that about?”

      “Who knows?” I snorted. “I think she’s taken me on as a project.”

      “You do seem like a truant risk,” he mused.

      I gave him a playful shove. “Shut up.”

      “Come on,” he said happily, draping an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get cleaned up and hit the cafe. I could use some bubble tea.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      It was kind of nice to have someone willing to be seen out with me, even if we were probably going to be shunned by everyone else in the cafe. For the first time since I’d come to the Academy, I was actually starting to feel normal.

      Sort of.

      Once we made it to the cafe, Dionysus urged me to get a seat while he ordered. A few minutes later, he brought our drinks over to the booth I’d chosen by the corner window since it was furthest away from the few other students who’d gathered to study and snack.

      “You’re really taking this undercover thing to heart.”

      I gave him a look, sipping a few rainbow bobas through my straw. “So, I was thinking. We need a game plan for Operation Sabotage.”

      “Is that what we’re calling it?” he grimaced.

      “It’s a work in progress,” I told him. “It would probably help if we outlined our goals.”

      “I thought our goals were to humiliate Odin at the Games so someone out there finally pays attention?”

      “Well, yeah,” I conceded. “But that’s not until the end of the semester. I’m talking about short-term goals for long-term success.”

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Now that we’re both persona non grata, it’s not like our social standing can get worse,” I mused.

      “Not really good at this pep talk thing, are you?”

      I gave him an apologetic look. “I’m just saying, maybe we can use it to our advantage. Band together with the other outcasts.”

      “It’s an interesting thought,” he said, tapping his nails on the table. “Who did you have in mind?”

      “There’s a girl in one of my classes. Ariadne. She seems nice,” I admitted.

      “I don’t know… she hangs around the Triad a lot.”

      “Really?” I asked doubtfully. Shy little Ariadne didn’t seem like the type to be Hades’ groupie.

      “She’s one of their regular customers, I think.”

      “Customers?” I echoed. “What’s the Triad selling, besides their usual condescension and bullshit?”

      He snorted a laugh into his tea. “Drugs, mostly.”

      “Drugs?” Surely I’d heard him wrong.

      He blinked at me. “I thought you knew.”

      “I most definitely did not,” I said, hesitating as I thought back to Loki’s cryptic threat my first night at the Academy. “Actually… Loki might have mentioned something, but I wasn’t really listening.”

      “Story of his life.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re saying they sell panaceas and none of the teachers have noticed?”

      “No, I’m saying they sell panaceas and some of the teachers buy them,” he answered flatly.

      “Of fucking course they do,” I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “This changes things.”

      “How so?”

      “For one thing, now I know what to sabotage.”

      Dionysus gave me a wary look. “Just be careful. If you’re thinking of cutting in on Hades’ business, he’s just going to hate you more.”

      “I’m counting on it,” I grinned. “Just leave the drugs to me. You’re on intel duty, and first, I want you to tell me the truth.”

      “The truth about what?” he asked innocently, even though I was damn sure he already knew.

      “We’re partners in crime now,” I reminded him. “And you know you can trust me. What the hell happened between you and Loki?”

      He gave a heavy sigh and leaned back in his booth, abandoning his half-drunk tea. “It’s a long story without a lot of interesting details.”

      “I’m not interested for gossip value,” I assured him. “I just want to know how badly we need to make him suffer when all this finally hits the fan.”

      He smiled a little, but it faded once he seemed to decide he was going to tell me the truth. “It’s pretty typical. Freshman year, Loki and I had a fling. In secret, of course. He doesn’t want anyone to know he swings both ways. Certainly not his daddy and brother. Honestly, I’m not even sure if he’s told the Triad.”

      “That’s a surprise,” I murmured. “I thought they shared everything.”

      “With a few notable exceptions,” he scoffed. “Why? Thinking of using that against him?”

      “No,” I cried, lowering my voice when I realized we were getting looks. “Of course not. I want Loki knocked off his pedestal just like the rest of them, but I’d never use someone’s sexuality as a weapon.”

      This time, his smile seemed genuine. “No, I didn’t think so. But if you really want to get at him, there might be a better way.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Loki’s always had a weakness for panaceas,” said Dionysus. “At one point, he went through them faster than Hades could sell them and it caused some friction in the group.”

      “So the Triad’s not as unified as they’d like everyone to believe,” I said, thinking out loud. “That means it’s possible to split them apart.”

      “Careful,” he warned. “They’re stronger together, but each one’s formidable in his own right.”

      “I already made the mistake of underestimating them once,” I admitted. “I won’t do it again.”

      I hesitated to ask my next question, since Dionysus already knew a bit about my interaction with Fenrir in the garden. “What about the wolf?”

      “Fenrir?” He raised an eyebrow. “Honestly, you probably know as much as I do about him. He’s hardly ever in class and he mostly keeps to himself.”

      “Then maybe he’ll be the easiest one to get to,” I mused.

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Because unlike Hades and Loki, he actually seems like a half-way decent person.”

      “Technically, he’s only half a person at all.”

      I gave him a look.

      “What? There’s a betting pool for who’s most likely to destroy the school and until you came along, he was in first place.”

      “Are you serious?” I groaned. “Never mind. I’d rather not know.”

      Dionysus just grinned at me. “Listen, I’ve gotta run and drop off a paper that’s already late, but I’ll see you back at the room?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, watching as he stood to gather his things. I hesitated, but called his name at the last moment.

      “Yeah?” he asked, turning back.

      “Thanks.”

      He frowned. “For what?”

      “For this,” I said, shrugging. “It’s been a long time since I felt like a normal person.”

      He smiled again and something about the way it touched the usually cold, stony rock where my heart should’ve been unsettled me more than Hades’ bullying ever could. “You? Normal? Please,” he scoffed, walking off.

      I couldn’t help but smile back. As much as I missed Jazzy and Baylor, I couldn’t regret coming to the Academy when I never would have met Dionysus otherwise.
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      Mondays were always the same. Get up, respond to messages from all the junkies and flunkies on my payroll, go for a jog, shower, coffee with a dash of vodka, go to class, run the business, collapse, rinse, repeat.

      It was a rhythm, and not an entirely unpleasant one, but it had long since lost its appeal. I needed something different, so I decided to take a slightly more hands-on role in the Hunt than I was accustomed to.

      Before I even had the chance, Kore drew attention to herself. I’d been taking a phone call when it happened, but according to my sources, she and Atlas had gotten into it in the dorm in front of everyone and Dionysus was at the epicenter of it all this time.

      Atlas was a douchebag with the brain function of a plant, and not a complex one at that, but he owed me a shit ton of money, so getting the details out of him was easy enough.

      Seemed that Kore and Dionysus were close. Guess she hadn’t learned that anyone who got close to her was a target, too.

      I found myself watching her in class, not loving the way it made me feel like a stalker. She was beautiful, I’d give her that. Beautiful and brash, which wasn’t necessarily a mark against her.

      If I didn’t hate her so damn much, I’d probably have come onto her by now, and the fact that I knew she’d hate me all the more for it was infuriating and amusing at once.

      When I’d first learned I was going to be engaged to Demeter’s daughter, I’d expected someone a hell of a lot different. Someone boring and regal, just like her mother. The ultimate domestic goddess, content to preside over home and hearth. Instead, I’d wound up with a panacea-dealing, potty-mouthed goddess of chaos and even though I’d sooner have died than admit it, for the first time, being trapped in the Underworld with her didn’t seem like a prison sentence.

      It would be entertaining, if nothing else.

      I hung back after class, waiting around the corner until she left the room. She seemed to be waiting for me this time, given the death glare she was giving me.

      “What do you want, Hades?”

      “Can’t I say hello to my fiancee?”

      “You can say goodbye and make my day,” she shot back without missing a beat.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re extra spicy today, aren’t you? Didn’t expend all that energy on Atlas?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What about it?”

      “I’ve heard Dionysus is staying in your dorm,” he mused. “That’s dangerous, you know.”

      “He saw a spider and screamed. I think I’m safe.”

      “I was talking about for him,” I said, putting a hand out to block her against the wall. “Little moths who flock to your light have a way of getting burned, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “A warning,” I corrected, tilting her chin toward me. Anger blazed in her eyes but I knew even she wouldn’t dare such overt retaliation this time. She was already on strike two and Odin wasn’t known for being merciful. “Why don’t you piss off and go back to your boy band?” she quipped, batting my hand away.

      “Because we have business to discuss. Namely the fact that your name is on the roster for the Games.”

      “And?”

      “You’re going to humiliate yourself,” I informed her. “That is, if you’re conscious for long enough. The Valkyries are going to be gunning for you from the get go and even I won’t be able to convince them to hold back.”

      “Guess you’ll get to enjoy the show when Dionysus and I wipe the floor with them, then.”

      This time, I outright laughed. Her spunk was impressive. Unfounded and foolhardy, but impressive nonetheless. “You don’t stand a chance.”

      “We’ll see,” she said, ducking beneath my arm. I watched as she left, her plaid skirt swishing as her hips swayed. She even walked with a bad attitude.

      I shook my head and headed toward my next class, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that I was being watched. Sure enough, Fenrir was waiting for me in one of the closest halls. I ducked in, glancing him over.

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve got a problem,” he muttered, somber as ever. The guy never took a break from watchdog duty, no matter how much I wanted him to. “Kore has entered the Games.”

      “I know. I’m handling it.”

      “How?” he demanded.

      I felt a flash of irritation at being questioned, even if he was one of the two people who could get away with it. “She’s my problem. Leave it to me,” I barked.

      There was something in his golden eyes that said he wanted to argue, which wasn’t like him. Fenrir didn’t usually concern himself with the affairs of the lesser gods, let alone other students. He’d been different since Kore had transferred in.

      Everything had, and as much as I loathed the status quo, I hated change even more.

      “It’s time to take the gloves off,” I muttered. “Send out the text tonight. The Hunt just entered phase red.”

      His eyes widened in protest, a protective flare I hadn’t expected. It just confirmed my suspicion that there was more going on where he and Kore were concerned than met the eye. “She’s your fiancee,” he growled, his voice more animal than man. “Isn’t it about time you stopped this little game?”

      “It’ll stop when I say it will,” I snapped, feeling the need to put him back in his place. He was the closest thing to a brother I had, but he was stepping beyond the bounds. “Kore needs to learn her lesson. The sooner, the better.”

      I turned around and kept walking but paused at the end of the hall. “There’s something else.”

      “What is it?” he asked, his voice laced with irritation.

      “It’s time for a second Rabbit to join the Hunt,” I told him. “Dionysus. Make sure he gets his rose.”
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      Morning came like a load of bricks, but that probably had something to do with the drinks Dionysus and I had enjoyed last night while watching our favorite old movies. We shared similar tastes in everything from movies to men and drinks, which made being roomies fun if not so productive when it came time to get down to work.

      I groaned, rolling over to smack my alarm clock into submission once it started screeching. “Too early.”

      “You’ve hit that snooze button seven times, and if you do it anymore, you’ll be late,” he warned in a listless tone.

      His overt awakeness got my attention and when I sat up, I found him sitting on the already made bed across the room. They were originally bunked, so it wasn’t hard to get another mattress out of storage even if I’d broken a nail in the process. I realized he’d probably been up for some time, given the fact that he was already dressed, but he seemed in no hurry to get to class.

      I sat up and threw off the covers to walk over to him. “Dionysus, what’s… wrong…” I trailed off when I saw the black rose he was absently twirling between his fingertips. “Holy shit.”

      He gave me a tired smile. “Guess it was only a matter of time.”

      “This is bullshit,” I snarled, going from confused to pissed in two seconds flat. “They can’t do this. There can only be one Rabbit!”

      “Hades can do whatever he wants,” he said in a tone of resignation. “Looks like he’s decided to up the stakes this year.”

      I was still reeling and only half awake. The hangover was lingering like a real bitch, too. “This is ridiculous. I’ll talk to him. He’s just trying to get at me.”

      “Talking to him will only confirm that he succeeded,” Dionysus said, standing. He tossed the rose aside on the edge of the bed like he didn’t have a care in the world, even though I knew that was far from the truth. Unlike me, he actually cared what people thought and had enough of a reputation to be worth protecting.

      “This is my fault,” I muttered, folding my arms. “I’m so sorry, Dionysus.”

      “Hey,” he said gently, putting his hands on my shoulders. When he looked into my eyes, I froze. Had his always been that shade of blue? I thought for a moment he was using his Ecstasy on me, but these feelings, as traitorous as they were, were all organic. I ordered my racing heart to shut the hell up but that only did so much. “It’s okay. It was only a matter of time.”

      “How can you be so calm about this? You’ve seen what they did to me. They’re coming for you now and I can’t protect you.”

      He smiled, a glint of amusement in his eyes.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You,” he answered unapologetically. “I might not be as brave as you are, but I’m not totally helpless, you know.”

      “Still--”

      “It’s fine,” he insisted. “In a way, I’m glad.”

      “How can you say that?” I asked, thinking he’d lost his mind.

      He shrugged. “I hate the way things are at this school as much as you do. I just never had the guts to do anything about it before you came along, but maybe you’re right. Hades and those other jerks are always going to get away with treating people like this if no one ever challenges them. Maybe it’s about time someone did.”

      My heart started racing again, torn between my concern for my friend and the hope of having someone else officially in my corner. I’d do anything to move the target off him, but his words meant more than I knew how to say. “We’ll get through this,” I promised. “We’ll make them pay.”

      “We’d better,” he scoffed. “My family members have matriculated from the Academy for the last five generations. My parents will kill me if I break the tradition.”

      “Yeah, yours aren’t the only ones,” I sighed. “We just need to be smart. Act like it doesn’t bother you when you go out there today, as tough as it is. Hades wants to get a rise out of you because he knows it’ll piss me off.”

      “I think I can play it cool. Not like this year was going great for me anyway.”

      I gave him a sympathetic look. “Wanna head down to breakfast together? Strength in numbers and all that.”

      He glanced down at his phone. “I wish I could, but I’m afraid I have to run. We’ll get lunch, though?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, watching him leave. I couldn’t help but be worried about him going out there alone, but he was right. He was a big boy and he’d survived before I came along, even if my presence had put a target on his head.

      I looked down at the black rose on the bed, feeling my hatred for my betrothed intensify. I picked up the flower and watched it wilt in my hand. Not a bad substitute for Hades’ ego at the moment.
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      “You want me to what?”

      As I stood watching Ariadne shrink into herself in disbelief of what I’d just asked her to do, I called upon my patience. As future god of the underworld, I hadn’t been raised with the intent of making me sociable, spending more time with my books than the half-gods who served us. The coursework at the Academy might have been pitifully easy, but dealing with people? That was a crash course.

      “It’s rather simple,” I said, doing my best to sound pleasant. Or at least like I wasn’t about to open up the bowels of hell to swallow her whole. “I want you to join her team for the Games.”

      “But I wasn’t even planning on competing!” she protested.

      No surprise there. Ariadne was definitely the more studious type, but I was desperate and Kore hadn’t exactly endeared herself to many people. Woman after my own heart, really.

      “Be that as it may, I need someone I can trust to get close to her.”

      “What about Daphne?” she blurted out.

      I frowned. “What about her?”

      “They’re friends, sort of. I’ve seen them talking,” she said quickly, clearly relieved for the chance to pass the buck to someone else.

      “I see,” I murmured. Daphne wasn’t usually the type to get involved in a Hunt, which made her an even better choice. Kore wouldn’t suspect a thing. Ariadne was too timid for a job like this, really, but until now, I hadn’t had a better option. “If that’s the case, then you’re free to go.”

      She lingered, looking like she was going to disappear into the wallpaper. I realized what she was after and sighed, slipping a small packet of capsules from my pocket to hand to her. “Make yourself useful and tell Daphne I want to see her.”

      She nodded and disappeared from my sight. Honestly, some days I hated this job for how easy it was.

      I waited around in my office, AKA the lounge I’d commandeered from day one, until Daphne appeared at my door. She was wearing a nervous look on her face, but she didn’t shrink and skitter like Ariadne. She kept her shoulders as high as her red ponytail and walked in to meet me. “Ariadne said you wanted to see me.”

      “I did, as a matter of fact,” I said, sitting back in my throne. “I hear you’re close with Kore.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” she muttered. “We’ve talked once or twice.”

      “No need to get defensive,” I grinned. “I wasn’t about to give you a rose.”

      I expected her to wilt, but she didn’t. The look she was giving me wasn’t quite a glare, but it was close enough. “I’ve heard that’s going around.”

      Bold. Good. Kore would like her. She would trust her, if she didn’t already.

      “I called you here because there’s something I want you to do for me. An opportunity, really.”

      “An opportunity?” she asked doubtfully. “Whatever it is, I’m not interested. No offense, but I have better things to do than play your little bully game.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk at her candor. She and Kore were definitely two peas in a pod. Funny how her mouthiness simply pissed me off while Kore’s… well, that was intriguing in a way I found perplexing, to say the least.

      “I think you might change your mind when you hear what the opportunity is.”

      Her eyes burned with agitation and she stood with her arms crossed, but she waited for me to go on.

      “Your father is in the Underworld, isn’t he?”

      Her eyes widened and all the toughness left her expression. Not the hatred, though. That remained. “What about it?”

      “I’ll be ruler of the Underworld soon, and the keys will be in my hands,” I mused casually, stroking the engravings on the arm of my chair. “You’re a smart girl, according to the test scores posted last semester. I’m sure you understand how beneficial it could be to be owed a favor by the god of the Underworld.”

      She gulped. “You can’t release him.”

      “That’s true, but I can grant passage for a limited time,” I reasoned. “I’m sure you and your family would love the chance to see him again. But of course, I wouldn’t want you to go against your principles.”

      “No,” she said quickly, her voice broken with desperation. “I… I’ll do it.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” I said, allowing myself to enjoy the feeling of satisfaction that always came with breaking a particularly strong will. The harder the will, the easier it was to break, really. You just had to know where to apply the exact right amount of pressure and then…

      Snap.

      Easy as can be.

      “What do you want me to do?” She wasn’t meeting my eyes anymore. Thoroughly put in her place.

      “I want you to get close to Kore,” I said, shrugging. “Earn her trust and when I ask you to do something, you do it. Simple as that. Starting with joining her team in the Games.”

      “That’s impossible. The teams have already been chosen.”

      “Nothing is impossible, just difficult,” I answered. “Go to Kore. Make up some sob story about your current team pressuring you out. Beg her to take you in and say you don’t care about being part of the herd. You’re above that sort of thing, after all.”

      Her eyes flashed with guilt before she looked away. “Anything else?” she asked bitterly.

      “That’s all for now,” I said, leaning back in satisfaction. “We’ll be in touch.”

      As she left, I poured myself a glass of wine. This was all coming together nicely. This year’s Hunt was shaping up to be the best yet, and for once, the Games were more than just a droll event playing at school spirit and pride.

      I had to admit, there was part of me that was curious to see just how far Kore and her little band of misfits would make it.
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      Operation Sabotage was barely underway, but school called and since I had a roommate who actually gave a shit about his grades, I found myself in on a Friday night, studying in bed with Dionysus. We’d compromised and there was music going in the background, plus snacks, which made reading school-assigned material tolerable.

      “You know, if you paid more attention to the practice test than you do to your phone, this whole studying thing would be a lot easier,” he remarked.

      I shot him a half-hearted glare. “Seriously? What are you now, my father?”

      He just smirked and turned back to the book in his hands. “You have to admit, the alchemy prof isn’t half-bad looking.”

      “No, he’s not,” I said with a wistful sigh. “Too bad the guys in class can’t take a page out of his book.”

      “You’re not kidding.” He paused. “So, are there any guys back home?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. I didn’t have time.”

      “Between what, drug dealing and giving your mother a heart attack?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You could say that.”

      “Come on, there must have been someone.”

      “There were guys here and there,” I admitted. “No one serious, though. I went to a human high school.”

      “That’s right… what was that like?”

      “Normal,” I sighed. “Pleasantly so.”

      “Mhm.”

      I caught the doubt in his voice and couldn’t pass it up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I just find it doubtful that you really enjoyed being surrounded by humans,” he said wryly.

      “Right, because hanging with gods has been so pleasant.”

      “You know what I mean. You put up a big front of hating your own kind, but I know the truth.”

      “Which is?” I asked.

      “You’re afraid of rejection,” he said with a shrug. “I think you’ve been pushed to the outskirts of this world for so long that you’re afraid if you let yourself want to belong, you’ll only be setting yourself up for disappointment.”

      His words hit some mark I couldn’t imagine he was intending them to, and for once, I found myself at a loss for words. Hades’ most well-aimed barbs failed to strike half as true as Dionysus did without trying.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I overstepped…”

      “No,” I murmured, glancing away since he seemed perfectly capable of seeing through my soul. “It’s fine. You’re not wrong. And I don’t belong here. This semester has made that abundantly clear.”

      “That’s not true.” The firmess in his tone took me by surprise. When I finally looked up, his blue eyes were just as sharp as I’d feared, but I found myself not wanting to look away. He reached out to touch my cheek, a soft smile on his full lips. “If anything, I think you’ve proven you belong toe-to-toe with the best of them.”

      “Dionysus…”

      “I’ve never been one to rock the boat,” he said quietly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I always just accept things as they are, for better or worse, but you… You make even me think that change is possible. Change for the better.”

      I felt my cheeks flush despite my best attempts to stop them, but all thought of embarrassment went out the window to leave room for shock as Dionysus’ eyes fluttered shut and he leaned in.

      To kiss me.

      Holy shit.

      I found myself kissing him back, too. For one improbable moment, our lips brushed and the soft caress made goosebumps rise up all over my body. He tasted as cool and sweet as I’d imagined, and holy Hestia, was he a good kisser.

      I wasn’t sure who finally broke the kiss, or if we both just ran out of breath, but he was staring at me with the same look of shock I was sure I had to be wearing, like he couldn’t believe what he’d just done.

      That made two of us.

      The knock on the door nearly sent me out of my skin and I leaped up from the bed. “I’ll get it,” I mumbled hastily, reaching for the door.

      Dionysus was back on his side of the bed, looking as flustered as I felt when I opened the door to reveal Daphne on the other side. She was still in her track gear and she looked into the room with a curious glint in her eyes.

      “Sorry. Did I come at a bad time?”

      “No,” I said quickly. Technically, it was the truth. She hadn’t just come at a bad time, she’d come at the worst, but at least I was saved from having to process what had just happened. “What’s up?” I asked, trying not to seem as dazed as I was.

      “I was just hoping we could talk about the Games,” she said, clearing her throat. “I kind of had a falling out with my team and you’ve still got a couple of spots open, right?”

      I stared blankly at her, waiting for the joke. When I realized she wasn’t kidding, I asked, “You’re serious?”

      “I mean… I can’t compete on my own and none of the other teams want another member, so…”

      I realized Dionysus was coming up behind me a second too late, but tried not to look as flustered as I was as he joined me in the doorway.

      “You know teaming up with us is practically a guarantee to get disqualified in the first round, right?” he asked.

      “Dionysus!”

      “Well, it’s true,” he said, shrugging innocently. “She should know what she’s in for.”

      “I know the risks, but everyone is already underestimating you,” Daphne reasoned. “I figure that’s an advantage of sorts. And I’m kind of out of options.”

      “Must have been some falling out,” I sighed.

      “It was.” She held my gaze. “So… what do you say?”

      I hesitated when I realized they were both looking at me. When exactly had I become the leader in this? “I mean… I don’t even know if Artemis will let us switch teams at this point.”

      “I already talked to her,” Daphne said quickly. “She said it’s fine as long as it’s settled today.”

      My mind was reeling, but all in all, this was probably the best news I’d had all week. “Sure. I mean… yeah, as long as Dionysus is good with it, I don’t see why not.”

      “Great,” she said with a smile of relief that seemed a bit unfounded for someone who’d just willingly put herself on the Triad’s shit list. “We should start talking strategy. The other teams are already gearing up, so the sooner we start, the better.”

      Before I could respond, Dionysus grabbed his bookbag and slipped past her through the door. “Sounds like fun. You two go ahead, I’ve got something to take care of.”

      “Dionysus, wait —” I called.

      He cast me an apologetic glance, but he was already on his way. “We’ll talk later. And good luck with the strategy session.”

      I had half a mind to go after him, but told myself it was for the best to give him some space and sighed, stepping back to let Daphne into the room.

      “What was that about?” she asked, dropping down on the edge of my bed.

      I let the door fall shut and slumped against it. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
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      I woke in a cold sweat, which was far from an isolated occurrence now that I was forced to sleep in my human form most nights. Every night that I wished to sleep inside the Academy walls, at any rate.

      Playing Hades’ guard dog wasn’t something I minded so much as the fact that I had to live among the other gods in doing so. Keeping a regular routine of running through the forests that surrounded the vast property could only do so much.

      That night, I dreamed of war. Devastation. It was the same dream I’d had since childhood, but lately, it was different. The embers of the ruins that had once been Atlantis seemed so real. The smoke. The screams. The chaos.

      It was all so much closer than the dreamy illusion it had always been and my dreams were so much clearer.

      They had been ever since she’d come.

      I knew Kore had something to do with Ragnarok, or at least the hastening of it, and I’d known ever since the engagement had been announced. Whether Hades knew it or not remained a mystery. I’d tried to speak to him about it on more than one occasion, but he always shut me down. Always refused to listen to the truth.

      How the hell was one supposed to be someone’s protector and guide when they were too damn stubborn to even listen to you?

      I threw off the covers in the middle of the night and stalked down the hall toward his room. It wasn’t a surprise to find him gone and it was easy to guess where he was.

      Sure enough, he was in the lounge, shooting a lonely game of pool in the dim light of the fireplace.

      “Look who’s awake,” he said flatly without looking up, sinking another shot in the far right corner pocket.

      “I had the dream again.”

      He looked up, his eyes a flicker of silver. “You want me to tuck you in?”

      I growled and stalked across the room, grabbing the cue out of his hand to snap the wood, just to make it clear I was serious. “Enough games. This isn’t child’s play and it’s time you stopped acting like it.”

      “You mind brushing your teeth before you lecture me?” he asked boredly, pulling out a cigarette to pop in his mouth as he fiddled for his lighter. “The dog breath gets old.”

      I snarled at him and he finally looked up. “Look, you’re a goddamn werewolf god. Ragnarok is encoded in your DNA. Of course you dream about it.”

      “It’s different. It’s been different ever since she showed up and you know that.”

      He rolled his eyes, blowing a ring of smoke up toward the ceiling.

      “You can pretend like you don’t care, but I know you do. You’re not like your father.”

      That got his attention. “You’re testing my patience, Fenrir.”

      “Not a difficult feat when you throw tantrums like a child.”

      His eyes narrowed, but he was silent.

      “You know she plays a role in this,” I pressed.

      “So what if she does? What difference does it make?”

      “It makes a hell of a lot of difference if the end comes and we’re not ready,” I growled. “Or have you lost sight of that, too?”

      “I haven’t lost sight of anything,” he snapped. “I’ve just been reevaluating, that’s all.”

      I watched as he circled the table and grabbed another cue.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means why bother putting off the inevitable?” he shrugged. “If this world wants to burn, let it. More traffic downstairs, anyway.”

      I narrowed my eyes, refusing to believe what I was hearing from him. “Petulance. Petulant bullshit.”

      “Call it what you like, I’m being a realist.”

      “No, you’re being a brat,” I corrected. “I agreed to serve you because you despised your father as much as I despise mine. Because you wanted to change the course of your destiny.”

      “So maybe you bet on the wrong horse.”

      “Don’t give me that garbage,” I grunted. “What’s wrong with you? Have you really become so enamored with your little bully games that you’ve lost sight of our entire purpose in being here?”

      “What if there is no purpose?” he demanded, stretching out his arms. “What if it’s all pointless and we’re just wasting the few good years we have left chasing windmills?”

      “Windmills?” I scowled in confusion.

      He rolled his eyes again. “Wouldn’t hurt you to attend class once in a while.”

      “I’m only posing as a student here. Unlike you, I haven’t forgotten my true purpose.”

      That hit its mark. He flashed me a dangerous look. “Are you getting at a point?”

      “One that seems to be going over your head,” I shot back, eyeing the table. “Since you like games so much, how about we make a friendly wager?”

      Curiosity lit up his gaze for a moment. “What did you have in mind?”

      “If I win, you pull your head out of your ass and start taking this seriously—and you let up on Kore long enough for us to figure out what role she has to play in all this.”

      “And when I win?” he challenged.

      “If you win, I’ll back off.”

      He smirked. “Not good enough.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “I want you to play your part,” he said in a smug tone. “The preliminaries will be coming up soon.”

      I scowled. So that was his plan. Roping me into his Hunt. I’d always taken a backseat in the past, having little interest in his targets, but at least the others had been men.

      “Rack up, then.”

      Hades just smirked, gathering the multicolored balls under a triangular rack. “You can go first,” he offered.

      He never made an allowance without an ulterior motive, but I took my shot nonetheless, sinking two balls at once. My next shot was less successful.

      Hades took his turn, sinking three shots in a row before he passed it off. I took aim and had a perfect angle, but something went awry at the last second. The cue felt hot beneath my fingertips, causing my hand to slip, and the balls bounced harmlessly off the edges of the table.

      I growled, looking over at him in accusation. “You cheated.”

      “Don’t be paranoid,” he scoffed, lining up his shot. The remainder of the balls sank into the four corners and I felt the agitation building in my chest.

      “Look at that,” Hades said innocently, leaning on his cue as he surveyed the empty table. “I won.”

      “You hustled me.”

      He just smirked, tossing the cue my way. I caught it easily. “Just be ready when I need you.”
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      At first, I’d hoped that Dionysus avoiding me was going to be a short-term thing. When he didn’t come back to the room the next night, I knew otherwise.

      We had training class together that afternoon, but Artemis didn’t exactly give us time to talk. We went through drills and Dionysus was politely cooperative, but I could tell he had no plans of ceasing this little avoidance game anytime soon.

      I saw my chance as he made his way to the men’s locker room after class, and I took it. I grabbed his arm and he turned around with a look of shock. “What the —”

      “What, did you really think you could just go AWOL and I wouldn’t anything?” I challenged, folding my arms. “You should know me better than that by now.”

      He gave a sigh of resignation and ran his hand through his hair. “I suppose I should have.”

      “So what the hell is going on?” I asked, unable to keep hurt out of my voice.

      He still wouldn’t meet my gaze, but he was talking to me, so I figured that was progress. “I just wasn’t sure how to proceed after… you know.”

      “What?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “The kiss?”

      He blushed. I mean, he actually freaking blushed, and it was adorable. Trying not to get off track, I forced myself to focus on the matter at hand. “It was just a kiss, Dionysus. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      I was expecting his reaction to be one of relief, but it wasn’t. I wasn’t sure what it was, all he knew was that I had no hope of reading the look in his eyes. I wanted to comfort him all the same, but I wasn’t quite sure how. “No,” he said quietly. “I guess it doesn’t.”

      I’d never been good with words. Not when it came to making people feel better, anyway. Now proved no exception. “Listen, I’m not sorry it happened, but I would be if it came between us. I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I feel like we’ve bonded after everything. If you don’t want anything to do with me, that’s fine, but at least let it be out of self-preservation instead of some stupid kiss.”

      This time, he did smile. It actually touched his eyes, too. “Are you sure?”

      I gave him a playful nudge. “Are you kidding? We’re like, ultra secret spies together. That means something.”

      He laughed, the same musical sound as always. “I guess it does.”

      “So,” I said pointedly. “Are you going to come back to the room?”

      He still looked unsure, but he finally nodded. “Alright. As long as it’s not weird.”

      “It doesn’t have to be weird unless you make it that way,” I said with a shrug.

      This time, he seemed to breathe a little easier. I could tell it was time for change and subject, so I said, “Preliminaries are coming up.”

      His expression relaxed, but his gaze intensified. “Daphne was great at practice, but do you really think we’re ready? We just became a team.”

      “I wouldn’t say ready,” I admitted. “But it’s not like we have any other option. We’ve just gotta give it our all and see what happens.”

      “Are you always optimistic?”

      I laughed. “Not by a long shot. Just when it comes to putting assholes in their place.”
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        * * *

      

      The day of the preliminaries, my stomach was full of butterflies. I didn’t even want to think about breakfast, but I knew I needed the fuel, so I grabbed a granola bar, some eggs and orange juice before going out to the training grounds to meet up with Daphne and Dionysus.

      They were both there when I arrived, and they seem to be having a pleasant conversation. It was nice to be part of a group that wasn’t full of drama for once. Dionysus was right, Daphne had blended with our team perfectly, and she’d even been willing to stay after class to get in as many extra practice sessions as we could before preliminaries.

      Now, all we had to do was survive the Valkyries. Given the dirty looks they were giving me from across the lawn, it seemed like it would be easier said than done.

      The field had already been cordoned off for the preliminary games, and as far as I could tell from the obstacles set up, it was going to require equal parts physical prowess and mastery over our individual abilities. Artemis had prepared us for as much, but she was mum on the specifics of the exam.

      We had an audience. The bleachers were far from packed, but there were enough students and staff members gathered to observe the preliminary performances to make me feel jittery. I figured I’d better get used to it. It was nothing compared to the audience I was counting on having at the official Games.

      Odin was there, too, and I looked away so I wouldn’t mean mug him. After what he’d said to me, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be in the same room with him again.

      Especially not if he was telling the truth.

      I could see Hades and Loki sitting in the bleachers toward the back, looking perfectly poised and relaxed, as usual. Hades’ pale eyes met mine and he smirked. Rage streamed through my veins and I had to fight the vines from emerging. One look was all it took to get under my skin, and he knew it.

      “What the hell are they doing up there?” I asked. “They’re competing in the Games, too.”

      “They have elite status based on their performance the last couple of years and back in prep school,” Dionysus explained, rolling his eyes. “They don’t have to compete in preliminaries like us plebs.”

      “Of course not,” I muttered. “Hades always gets to play by his own rules.”

      Daphne gave me a look like I was crazy for talking about him like that out in the open. “Why do you hate him so much, anyway?”

      The truth was that I’d hated him ever since I found out about his existence. At least, as far as it pertained to mine. But I wasn’t about to admit that. Arranged marriages were nothing new in the world of the gods, and Daphne would probably think I was just being a spoiled brat by being opposed to such a prestigious setup.

      “Let’s just say it’s a family thing,” I said, deciding that was the safest answer.

      She didn’t look convinced, but she shrugged it off as Artemis came out onto the field. She blew her shrill whistle and we all winced. It was hardly necessary, considering that voice carried, but she seemed to enjoy it. “All right, everyone, listen up. Just because this isn’t the Games doesn’t mean I don’t expect to see your best performance out there. And remember, this will determine the starting lineup for first years. Less than half of you will actually make it through.”

      I gulped. I knew they’d be cutting off the stragglers, but I hadn’t realized there would be that many people. Oh, well. If we couldn’t at least pull out a victory over half the class, we stood no chance in the actual Games. It was all or nothing, considering only the winner got the platform.

      I still couldn’t believe I actually cared about this, even if it was partially about comeuppance. I couldn’t help but wonder what my mom would think when I finally told her I was participating. We’d talked a few times since I’d found out the truth about my parentage, or at least Hermes’ version of it, but I was still avoiding any in-depth conversation, and I was sure she could tell something was going on. Growing up, I’d always joked that she had eyes in the back of her head. Given the array of gifts at the Academy, I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was a goddess out there who literally did.

      At Artemis’s demand, we all lined up, and of course our group ended up right next to the Valkyries. They were one of the only quads on the field, but I’d seen them enough at practice to know they all moved in perfect unison. Whether they were sisters or just came from the same gene pool, I didn’t know, but they were practically clones of each other, nastiness included. I knew right away they’d be the toughest competitors, at least among the first years.

      “The first challenge will be the thousand yard dash,” Artemis announced, her eyes glimmering with sadism. “And you will all be able to use your powers as you see fit, barring lethal moves, of course.”

      A hush fell over the contestants. Powers? Why would we need our powers to get to the end of a marker?

      Before I could figure out the answer to that question, Thor cried out, “On your marks, get set, go!”

      I took off alongside Daphne and Dionysus, and the Valkyries took the lead immediately, I didn’t have time to look back and see how far the others were. As far as I knew, any one person in the team getting to the finish line qualified as a victory, but it was impossible to be sure considering how secretive the teachers had been about the content of the preliminary challenges.

      I didn’t get far before I realized how the powers came into play. I heard a shriek from behind and looked over to realize the back half of the track was covered in solid ice. At least eight other contestants were rooted into it with their sneakers.

      The girl who’d shrieked wasn’t far from Dionysus, and I realize his right foot was caught in the ice. His eyes widened as he looked at me, but Daphne had already caught up with me.

      “Move!” she cried, breezing past me.

      I realized the ice was spreading across the ground rapidly, and took off as fast as I could, even though the idea leaving a teammate behind made me grimace. Especially Dionysus.

      It didn’t take long to figure out who was responsible for the attack. So far, the Valkyries had kept their individual powers close to the vest, but Ingrid was grinning from year to year as she outstripped us. I assumed she didn’t have that much precision control if she wasn’t trying to take out the competitors beside and in front of her, but before long, I had other issues to worry about.

      An explosion stopped me in my tracks, and I barely managed to put the brakes on in time to avoid barreling right into it. “Holy shit,” one of the Valkyries cried.

      Not good if they were flustered. Explosions started going off all around the track, and I darted for the clearest path up ahead. To my relief, I caught a glimpse of Daphne’s red hair beside me.

      So we were both still in the race. I bobbed and weaved through the explosions, no time to catch my breath in between. I had no way of knowing if we were in first or last place, but the herd had definitely thinned out.

      Up ahead, I saw the truth. Maya was far ahead of us, and mere feet away from the finish line.

      I felt defeat wash over me, until I remembered. I could use my powers, too. I reached out my hand and sent a vine surging toward the finish line, hoping to catch her. Sure enough, it wrapped around her ankle just in time and I gave a hard yank back.

      She let out a startled cry as she went flying away from the finish line, and I winced when she landed.

      “Sorry!” I called. And I sort of was. It was definitely a cheap trick, but the world of gods was full of them, so why should the Academy be any different?

      I finally crossed the finish line, followed immediately by Ingrid, and Daphne after her.

      “You did it!” Daphne cried, grabbing me by the shoulders. My thoughts were still racing and none of it seemed real. It was impossible to believe I’d actually made it across the finish line, let alone done it first.

      “We did it,” I breathed, still in a state of shock. “We won?”

      As if answering my question, Artemis cried, “Kore wins first place! Ingrid’s second. The rest of you, just hope you do better at the next event.”

      With that, she left the field and they watched as the other students milled about in their defeat. One girl with fire powers raised her hand to melt the ice, freeing the other students. A big jock shoved the kid who’d used his explosive powers to such great effect, reassuring me that there was no leaving hard feelings at the door when it came to the Games. Not even the preliminaries.

      This time, the Valkyries weren’t the only ones glaring at me. It seemed that performing well in the Game was going to put even more of a target on my head than being the Rabbit had.

      Whatever. If anyone had a problem with that, they could take it up with me on the field. I still didn’t know was coming next, and planned use every moment I had to catch my breath.

      Dionysus came over to us, still panting even though his portion of the race had been done with minutes ago. “That was amazing,” he said, looking between us. “Both of you!”

      I couldn’t help but smile, trying not to think about the fact that his praise meant more than winning. “Wish I’d thought of that earlier, but I guess it worked out. Any idea what’s next?”

      “Probably disc throwing,” said Daphne.

      I grimaced. “Okay, well, I’m definitely not winning that one.”

      Daphne laughed. “Leave it to me.”

      “Hey, what is your gift, anyway?” I asked. She was the one student who never used her power in class, at least as far as I knew.

      Daphne winked. “You’ll just have to wait and find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      When the time came, choosing Daphne as our team representative for the discus challenge was a no-brainer. She lined up with the others and I found myself watching in a combination of curiosity and anticipation to see what she was capable of.

      She was up against Ingrid, who I knew would pull out all the stops. There were markers set up at every ten-yard line, and the goal was simple: throw as many discs as possible as far as possible. Then again, when you had magic powers in the mix, nothing was ever really simple, and when Artemis announced that the challenge had begun, it immediately became clear whose powers were suited for the task. I recognized the girl next to Daphne as Miriam from alchemy class, and her power of superhuman strength proved especially beneficial.

      It didn't take long to realize what Daphne's power was. The gust of wind each time she threw one of her discs made it nearly impossible for the others around her to get a clear throw. Discs went flying everywhere, but hers sailed true, over the field as far as the eye could see. Miriam was the only one catching up, only because her powerful throws gave the discs too much momentum to be affected by the wind. Soon enough, the others stop trying.

      Both competitors looked exhausted, but I could tell neither of them was giving up anytime soon. Artemis finally had to call time, and my heart pounded as we waited to see what the final result would be.

      Artemis gave the command to her assistants to run out to measure the results. When they finally returned, they handed her two scrolls.

      Artemis unrolled the first scroll, and her eyes widened, as if she was impressed with what she saw. It took a hell of a lot to do that. "Miriam came in with forty-nine discs at an average of one-thousand meters."

      Dionysus and I exchanged a wary look. That was nothing short of amazing, and it was hard to imagine anything that could top that, despite the impressiveness of Daphne's performance. We watched with bated breath as Artemis unrolled the second scroll.

      She looked up at Daphne, her eyes glimmering. "Daphne came in with fifty discs at an average of nine-hundred and eighty meters."

      "What does that mean?" I asked eagerly. "Who won?"

      "It's a tie," Artemis remarked. "You're equally matched competitors with slightly different strengths."

      The crowd went wild. For a moment, there was so much electricity in the air, it almost felt like the actual Games were in progress. And for the first time, I actually had hope that we could win.

      When Daphne came over to us, I dove to throw my arms around her. "You're amazing!" I cried.

      She seemed surprised by the gesture, and even more by the praise.

      "You really were," Dionysus agreed, grinning from ear to ear.

      Daphne smiled sheepishly. "It was just a tie."

      "Yeah, against literally the strongest student in school. Credit where credit is due."

      "Now I really feel useless," Dionysus sighed.

      I gave him a playful nudge. "There's still plenty of time."

      "I wonder what the next event will be," Daphne mused. None of us had to wonder for very long. Artemis announced that we were moving to a special arena, and I could only imagine what that meant.

      We were all instructed to form a circle in the center of the field. My foot hit something, and I realize there was a wire embedded in the grass. I followed its path, winding in a great circle around us in strange patterns I couldn’t make out. It was only when the wire began glowing with pale blue magic that I realized it was some sort of sigil.

      Before I even had the time to blink, I was standing at the beginning of a stone path tightly hemmed in by hedges so tall they blocked out the sky.

      "Daphne?" I cried, looking around the corner. "Dionysus?"

      I’d barely taken a few steps before some unseen force pushed me back to where I had been originally standing. A disembodied voice made me jolt, but I soon recognized it as Artemis’.

      "Alright, everyone," she called. "This phase of the preliminaries is called the labyrinth. While this isn't quite as straightforward as the other challenges, I think you'll find the theme is similar. Get from point A to point B while using your powers as you see fit. Whoever makes it to the end of the labyrinth first is our winner, but be warned: You may  discover it's more difficult than you think."

      I had a feeling may was an understatement. Whenever it came to any tests at the Academy, there was always more than met the eye. At least this challenge was literally in my element. I reached out to brush my fingers against the hedges and allowed the energy from the lush greenery to sift through me, painting a cerebral picture of all the twists and turns. I could see the path to the finish, but even knowing what was ahead, it would still be difficult to make my way through the maze.

      Even so, it seemed a bit too simple. There had to be a catch. I was tempted to make the hedges part like the Red Sea and walk straight through, but something told me not to. Whatever it was Artemis had warned us about, it was obvious this was an exercise in stealth and careful planning rather than mere brute force.

      I hurried through the path I knew to be up ahead, but the moment I rounded the corner that should've split into three equal paths, I found it had split into seven.

      That shouldn't have been possible.

      I reached out to touch the hedges again, convinced I must've taken a wrong turn somewhere. I soon realized it wasn’t my initial mapping that was off, but rather the fact that the entire labyrinth had changed.

      Was it adapting to me? Or just changing randomly? I decided the only way to find out would be forging ahead, but a strange sound caught my attention.

      It must've been one of the other students, but how had I not run into anyone already? Was the labyrinth really that big? If so, that meant we each had our own path to the finish line. If they intersected, I could be in for a battle of powers as well as wits.

      The rumbling sound grew stronger, and I realized it wasn’t another student at all. I froze in my tracks and felt my chest tighten. The hedges rustled up ahead and I braced myself, prepared to fight.

      "Fenrir?" I asked hopefully.

      I watched in horror as a black shadow emerged from the bushes with glowing red eyes, a far more terrible creature than even he had been in his beast form. I turned and ran back the way I'd come, only to find that the route had shifted again, blocking me off.

      I could hear the beast’s footfalls pounding heavy on the stone path, and my heart raced. My vines were good in distance combat, but not this close range, and I’d certainly never fought something like that before. He was closing in and I was trapped, panicking with no option other than to force the hedges to part and push my way through.

      I fell out onto the ground on the other side of the labyrinth, and found myself being watched by the crowd, teachers and all. Loki and Hades were near the front, and I could tell from the light of mischief in their eyes that they'd had a role to play in this.

      Once the shock of my unexpected  emergence wore off, Artemis came over with a bewildered look on her face. "Kore is disqualified," she announced, loud enough for the crowd to hear before lowering her voice. "What on Earth are you doing?"

      I staggered back to my feet, my palms and knees bruised from the sudden fall. "That thing tried to kill me!" I cried.

      Now Artemis was looking at me like I'd lost my mind. "What thing?"

      "The beast," I answered. I looked over at Hades, who was still smirking as he stood on the sidelines, reveling in my humiliation. "You did this.”

      "Calm down," Artemis said with a heavy sigh. "Now, tell me exactly what you saw."

      At least half of the other contestants had finally emerged from completing the labyrinth the right way, and Dionysus was among them. He watched me worryingly as Daphne came over to stand aside.

      I turned back to Artemis, my panic giving way as I realized the beast wasn't following me out. That raised more questions than it answered, though. "It was a huge black wolf... thing," I said, feeling ridiculous even before the words left my mouth. "It was solid black, like a shadow, and it had glowing red eyes."

      Artemis stood staring at me, speechless. "That's impossible," she finally said.

      "Did you hear that?" Hades called, loud enough to get the crowd's attention. "Kore thinks she saw a hellhound in the maze," he said, his voice quivering with laughter. Loki covered his mouth beside him and doubled over as the crowd lost it.

      My cheeks burned with humiliation and rage. "I'm telling you the truth. I know what I saw."

      Dionysus looked mortified on my behalf, which just made it all the worse. I turned back to Artemis, desperate. "I swear, I'm not making it up!"

      She gave me a wary look. "Kore, no one has seen a hellhound in thousands of years. They were banished to the Aether along with Ares."

      I grimaced at the mention of the man I'd only recently learned to be my father. That name just kept fucking me over. My head was spinning, and the laughter was making it worse. The adrenaline that had rushed through my veins when I thought was going to be ripped apart by some monster that apparently didn't even exist anymore was still coursing.

      "Here's an alternate theory," said Hades, casually sauntering over to me. "Little Kore knew she was going to lose and couldn’t handle it, so she made up a scary story."

      "What a loser," one girl muttered.

      Another boy snorted. "She really is crazy. Guess she couldn’t take being the Rabbit for this long.”

      Before I could tell them off, Artemis blew her whistle again. "Enough! It's time to announce the winners," she said, giving me a stern look that screamed "not another word out of you." She walked over to the others, leaving me in dismay. "First place goes to Ingrid," she announced, immediately followed by the cheers of the Valkyries and their fans. "Dionysus placed second, but as I'm sure you all know, first is the only place that matters in the Games."

      On that inspiring note, she announced that there would be a recess before the final round of the preliminaries. I gave Hades a filthy look before going over to join my teammates. Even facing them was hard after the scene I’d just inadvertently caused.

      "Congratulations," I said, giving Dionysus a tired smile. Second place is amazing."

      "You heard Artemis, first is the only one that matters," he said with a heavy sigh.

      "That's bullshit," I muttered once I was sure she was out of earshot.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, his gaze softening in concern.

      "Yeah," said Daphne, looking me over.  "That was... something else."

      "I'm fine," I lied. "I have no idea what happened, but I know what I saw."

      Daphne glanced over and I followed her gaze to the Triad. Fenrir had joined them, even though he was usually scarce at school events. Or in class, for that matter. "I think someone was playing a trick on you."

      She was probably right. I could see that now that terror wasn't clouding my thoughts. I still didn’t want to believe it. Maybe it was delusional, but I'd thought Fenrir and I shared something of a bond after the garden.

      I guess that meant nothing.

      "Come on," Dionysus said, draping his arm over my shoulder. "Let's get ready for the next round."

      "I'm afraid that won't be necessary," Artemis said, coming out of nowhere. I jumped at her sudden appearance, still a bit twitchy from the labyrinth.

      "What do you mean?" asked Daphne. "We've done as well as the Valkyries."

      "And your team will continue on to the final round, and is guaranteed a place in the games," Artemis answered. "But Kore has been disqualified."

      "That's not fair," Dionysus blurted out.

      "Headmaster's orders," Artemis said, giving me a stern look. I scanned the crowd, but there was no sign of Odin. Then, I saw it. The raven perched in a tree, watching everything with a keen black eye. The moment I looked at it, it took off into the clear blue sky.

      "She didn't do anything wrong," Daphne protested.

      "It's fine," I said, not wanting the situation to escalate and risk getting us all thrown out. I forced a smile. "You guys go on without me. I'll be cheering you on from the bleachers."

      They both looked unsure, but Artemis had already walked off and I knew there'd be no convincing her. I still wasn't sure how the Triad had managed to conjure the otherworldly beast that had tried to kill me in the labyrinth, but it was clear to me that they would stop at nothing to make me look crazy.

      It would be a miracle if I made it to the end of the semester without that becoming true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Hades

        

      

    

    
      “You’re an asshole. You know that, right?” Fenrir said as we set in the VIP section, watching the final round. It was a battle royale style event, and whoever lasted the longest was the winner.

      It was no surprise that Artemis had disqualified Kore from competing. Like I’d planned, everyone was now looking at her like she was the resident nut job.

      There was plenty more where that came from.

      “You say that like it’s an insult,” I quipped.

      “Even you have to admit, her face was priceless,” Loki sighed blissfully. He took a sip from his water bottle, which was filled with contraband meade. “And you played your role perfectly.”

      Fenrir sat in stony silence, turning his attention to the competitors. I had to admit, Dionysus and Daphne had lasted longer than I’d expected. The latter was executing her role perfectly as well. I could tell she was gaining Kore’s trust. Maybe even becoming attached, which was fine by me. The more convincing she was, the more devastating it would be when I finally pulled the strings.

      And I wanted Kore to suffer. No one had ever defied me before, let alone humiliated me, and I intended to repay her a hundredfold.

      To break her.

      It had started out as a childish game, but now, it was war and she’d proven herself a worthy opponent.

      When all was said and done, she might even make a halfway decent queen.

      I watched as the games progressed and it came down to four contestants. Surprisingly enough, Dionysus was one of them. Guess there was more to him than met the eye, and he’d learned to be quite useful with a sword. He was up against Theo, whose brute strength should have been more than an even match for him, while Ingrid and Flora battled it out between their competing elemental powers.

      It was a rarity for the Valkyries to get through preliminaries with anything but a clean sweep. This year’s crop just wasn’t as talented, I supposed.

      That or Kore was a better judge of teammates than I’d given her credit for.

      Dionysus managed to dodge all of Theo’s attacks gracefully, but I could tell he was overexerting himself and unlike the behemoth in front of him, his powers weren’t suited to this kind of battle.

      A cry of frustration sounded through the arena as Flora crossed the line, thrown back by a powerful blow from Ingrid. The Valkyrie raised her head in triumph, but she soon turned her focus to the remaining challengers.

      Now that there were only three of them, it would be interesting to see who emerged victorious. My money was on Ingrid, and I was rarely wrong. Never, depending on who was doing the asking.

      It didn’t take long to realize what the strategy was: pick off the weakling. As soon as Ingrid joined the fight, she and Theo began targeting Dionysus in unison. It was all he could do to keep blocking the blows from her bo staff and his fists as they pushed him further and further back toward the arena’s boundaries.

      I glanced over and found Kore watching him on the edge of her seat. I felt a twinge of something and told myself it wasn’t jealousy. Not in any real sense. More like the inborn need to see her suffer.

      They were getting close. Sooner or later, I’d have to put an end to that.

      Theo closed in first. I almost winced as I saw him rushing Dionysus.

      I glanced over and realized I wasn’t the only one watching him in rapt attention. Loki was stiff and speechless for once, the unmistakable hint of a frown tugging at his lips. Was he actually concerned?

      He’d used and abandoned Dionysus more ruthlessly than most of his conquests, so that came as a surprise, but if there was any part of him that still cared for the young god, he had reason to be concerned.

      Dionysus was finished.

      And then, he did the last thing I’d ever expect. The idiot threw his blade and it was enough of a shock to take both his opponents off guard for a moment. Not for long, though. Theo threw a punch that could have shattered concrete and even though Dionysus caught it in his right hand, it staggered him almost out of bounds and even from a distance, I could tell he was in pain.

      And yet, Theo was the one who crumpled. It happened suddenly and the moan that escaped him was a bit too enthusiastic to be pain. We were all left speechless as we watched him drop to his knees with a dazed look on his face. A second later, he dropped facefirst with his forehead barely across the boundary.

      Before the disqualification could even be announced, Ingrid came at Dionysus with a warcry. He reached out swiftly and caught the end of her bo staff with his left hand, using her own momentum to throw her. She sailed past the arena line with a cry of dismay before she managed to land on her feet.

      The entire crowd was silent, but Kore stood and started cheering, igniting the whole lot of them. The three of us were the only ones who remained seated and silent, but when I looked over, the smirk on Fenrir’s face had me seeing red.

      Not that it mattered. The preliminaries were one thing, but there was absolutely no way Kore and her motley crew were going to win the Games. I intended to make sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Loki

        

      

    

    
      They say curiosity killed the cat, but it had never led me astray. It had been a few days since the preliminaries, and I knew firsthand that the other students were making sure Kore and her posse didn’t have any time to enjoy their victories, since I was the one orchestrating most of it.

      Hades was never lacking in spite, but he did lack motivation. No sense of humor, that one. He just couldn’t appreciate the poetic irony of the goddess of spring opening her locker only to find it full of rotten rose petals, or the classic appeal of the tripwire I’d placed outside the women’s locker room.

      Today, our Rabbit was in for a special treat. As I leaned against the wall of the main classroom building waiting for her to show up, I found myself snickering at the thought of the latest game.

      Hades had asked us to turn up the heat, and I was never one to disappoint. Fenrir had admittedly upstaged me with his little hellhound trick at the preliminaries, so I had something to prove.

      The sound of muffled laughter from the other students shuffling to class told me my target was on her way. Sure enough, Kore rounded the corner with a murderous look in her eyes and a uniform that had been bleached from top to bottom.

      “Oh my,” I said innocently as she stalked over to me. “I don’t think that’s regulation at all.”

      A vine rushed out from under her sleeve and slammed into my chest, surprisingly hard enough to push me up against the locker. “Now, now,” I chided. “You’re already on thin ice with the headmaster.”

      She was still seething, but the vine eventually retreated in her sleeve. It was all I could do to hold it together and not break down in hysterical laughter.

      Oh, she was so much fun.

      Hades had chosen well. Or rather, his father had.

      “Do you ever get tired of playing these silly little games?”

      “I do, as a matter of fact,” I answered. “But you’ve breathed new life into the hobby.”

      She didn’t seem to know what to make of that remark. Her only response was a disgusted snort. “It’s a shame you waste your talents being Hades’ errand boy.”

      I laughed. “I’m afraid that won’t work.”

      “What won’t?” she asked innocently.

      I stepped forward, propping my arm against the locker above her. Her eyes burned with irritation as I brushed the underside of her chin with my fingertips. “Trying to drive us apart. In case you haven’t heard, the three of us are inseparable.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard,” she said, unflustered. “I’ve also heard that you share everything.”

      I grinned. “You heard right,” I said without a hint of shame. “When you’re ready to surrender, maybe you’d like to see for yourself.”

      She brought her foot down hard on mine and it was difficult to mask a grimace, but I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

      “When the underworld freezes over,” she said, shoving past me. I watched as she walked to class. She was a pleasant view coming and going, and it was really a shame she was off-limits.

      Of course, I knew better than anyone that the rougher Hades played with his toys, the more possessive he was of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Fenrir

        

      

    

    
      After the preliminaries, I took a few days off from class. Hades didn't complain, considering that it gave Kore fewer opportunities to interrogate me. Even so, I knew at least Loki would have a comment about it when I came back.

      I hated this. I wasn't even sure why I hated it. I barely even knew her, and she was certainly more spirited than the usual Rabbits.

      Part of me knew the answer, even if I didn't want to accept it. I had imprinted on Kore. Going away had only made that clearer, despite what I'd hoped. Coming back... Well, that made it unbearable.

      Being attracted to her was one thing, imprinting on her was entirely another. She belonged to Hades, even if they despised each other. I knew him well enough to know it was more than that beneath the surface. The more he carried on about hating someone, the more emotion he felt for them. He was just the kind of twisted, battered soul that had lost the ability to tell the difference between love and hate a long time ago. Whether that was because the people who were supposed to love and care for him had treated him like garbage or simply because he was that kind of asshole, I couldn’t say, but it had never mattered before.

      How he had treated the Rabbits had never matter to me before, either. I had a prey drive of my own, and while these juvenile stunts were far from being as stimulating to me as they were to the others, I understood the need to pursue and break and wreck and ruin.

      The most fucked up part was, I felt it toward her as well.

      My whole life, I had been running from what I was. From what the world wanted from me. My original destiny was as black as the void, and now that I had betrayed it, my future just seemed... Empty.

      Then she had to come along and give everything flavor again. Meaning. It felt like betrayal to find that outside of Hades, and the purpose he had given to me, but I felt it all the same.

      If he ever found out the truth…

      Sooner or later, I knew I had to go back. Being around her wasn't going to get any easier.

      There were certain changes that took place when a wolf imprinted on a mate. Even when that wolf had the spirit of Ragnarok. The urge to hunt and claim her, marking her as mine, was stronger than any hunger I had ever felt. It was a siren’s song sweeter than any blood I had ever craved. Resisting was torture, but the alternative was worse.

      Not that she would have me even if she didn't already belong to someone else. Something told me the latter wouldn’t stop her, but what had happened at the preliminaries certainly would.

      I managed to make it through my first day back in class, but my head was anywhere but the lessons. As faint as her scent was across the hall, it still brought out my primal nature.

      When I finally made it to the end of the day, I headed straight for the woods. Before I'd even reached the tree line, I started slipping out of my clothes. My uniform jacket, my plaid tie, the thin white shirt that felt like fire against my burning skin, muscles aching to unleash the beast within. Once I'd left all my clothes on the trail, I hit the ground with all four paws and took off running.

      The relief was insufficient, but instantaneous. The more I ran, the more the beast took over. We weren’t quite separate entities, rather shades of the same gradient. Being human for so long was taxing that identity, and it took so much less energy to just be out here.

      Not for long, though.

      I caught her sent before I caught sight of her kneeling on the forest floor, surrounded by flowers and greenery like some kind of fairy. I stopped running just to watch her for a moment, trying to tell myself it was better just to leave.

      Then again, the wolf always had other ideas.

      She looked up and spotted me, taking the running option off the table. Her eyes narrowed immediately, and I could see why Hades enjoyed playing with her so much. She was all the more beautiful and she was livid.

      I shifted back, finding it difficult to do so in the throes of the instincts that came with a wolf encountering his mate in the wild. Better push those down real far.

      “What’s the matter? Did you get tired of your other form?” she asked dryly. There was no mistaking the accusation, and I had no intention of denying it. Kore was plenty of things. She was stubborn, feisty, principled to the point of recklessness, but she sure as hell wasn’t stupid.

      “Not very practical for most things,” I answered, walking over to her.

      Most women would at least have blushed at the side of a fully naked man before them, but she made no attempt to look away. I couldn’t help but smirk as she looked me up and down, making it clear she was assessing the goods. “Like what you see?” I asked.

      “I was just curious,” she said, getting to her feet.

      I cocked my head. “About what?”

      “Whether your dick was as big as your ego.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll leave that for you to decide.”

      She turned to walk away and I called, “Wait.”

      She stopped but didn’t turn around right away. When she finally did, she wasn’t quite as angry as I’d expected her to be. It was something else entirely that threw me off.

      Was she actually… hurt?

      “What do you want?” she asked guardedly. We’d never exactly been on friendly terms, her and I, but the wall between us had undoubtedly grown higher.

      “I’m not proud of what I did,” I began, choosing my words carefully.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Is that supposed to be an apology?”

      I scoffed. “I don’t apologize. To anyone. And you could end this at any time,” I reminded her.

      She rolled her eyes. “Right. All I have to do is grovel and lick your ringleader’s boots like the rest of you do.”

      I laughed, even though I knew she was trying to get under my skin. Unfortunately for her, it would take a lot more than that. “You really don’t understand how we work.”

      “You mean your precious Triad?”

      “Someone like you would never understand,” I said, walking toward her.

      She stood her ground, eyes blazing. “Understand what?”

      “You have your mother,” I answered. “Your friends and family back home. People you belong to.”

      “And you three don’t?” she challenged. “You run the school, and as soon as you get out, the world of the gods will be waiting to grovel at your feet. You’re just mad because I’m the only person who won’t.”

      I shook my head. “There’s a difference between authority and acceptance. Hades, Loki and I… we have one thing in common.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Before we were born, before any of us had a say in it, this world chose to cast us as villains,” I said, shrugging. “So we play the part. And yeah, we enjoy it for the most part, but at the end of the day, that’s what people want. That’s what they expect. We stick together because we’re alike. We’re of the same kind. Something you could learn from.”

      She’d grown quiet as I spoke, and from the pensive look on her face, I almost thought I was getting through to her. At that last bit, she frowned. “I’m nothing like you.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said, walking a circle around her. Her gaze followed me, and I could feel the forest shifting around her, as if readying to come to her defense. The energy was electrifying and my wolf responded to it in kind. Beast and nature, we were one and the same. Two sides of the same coin.

      It was a shame we were destined to be enemies.

      “You’re more like us than you think, but you surround yourself with people who mirror what you want to be—but not what you are.”

      “And is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      I moved swiftly, coming up behind her, just close enough to startle her. “Does it?” I asked as she spun around on me. “You want to know what I think?”

      “Not really,” she said boredly.

      I smiled. “You may be the goddess of spring, but every rose has its thorns. And I think, Persephone, there’s more darkness and chaos inside your heart than anyone could imagine.” I lowered my voice to a reverent whisper, brushing my fingertips across the curve of her jawline. Her breath hitched, and her eyes went wide as she gazed up at me. “Even you.”

      “And what makes you say that?” she asked, having greater difficulty maintaining her careless tone. Her voice quivered just slightly, but I knew better than to mistake it for weakness. There wasn’t a single weak bone in her body.

      “Like recognizes like,” I answered, letting my hand fall away. I walked away to leave her with her thoughts and smirked at the fact that I could still feel her watching me. She might’ve belonged to Hades, but I knew from that one interaction that our kiss was still the forefront of her mind.

      At least I wasn’t the only one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      In the weeks following the preliminaries, the Wild Hunt went from being a nuisance to a nightmare. I could scarcely get to class without some bullshit flying up at my face. If it wasn’t the students snickering about me whenever I passed or spreading rumors, it was them shoving past me in the hall. One day, I opened my locker to find it filled with cockroaches. The fact that they vanished as soon as a professor rounded the corner made it clear someone was putting their uber creepy abilities to good use.

      I tried not to react visibly, knowing that would only give them what they wanted and make it worse, but it was admittedly wearing me down.

      I’d gained a new nickname, too. Crazy Kore. Not exactly the most inventive, and I’d had worse in kindergarten, but the next person who said it was really going to test my resolve not to slap anyone else before graduation.

      Honestly, with the amount of homework the professors gave us and the high probability that any given class would result in a pop quiz, it was a wonder any of them had the time.

      No wonder the Triad always pulled straight A’s. They got other people to do the dirty work for them.

      Well, most of it…

      My interaction with Fenrir in the forest was still fresh in my mind. For a moment there, I’d thought he was going to kiss me again. The really fucked up part was, I wasn’t sure how I would’ve responded. It was pretty much a fifty-fifty shot between decking him and returning it.

      His words stayed with me even more than that original kiss. Like recognizes like… What was that even supposed to mean?

      One possible answer was particularly troubling. Could he know the truth about my father? Hades thought it was Poseidon, which turned out to be well off the mark, but Fenrir’s golden eyes seemed capable looking right into my soul.

      After all, the Fenris Wolf was his father. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that they had interacted at some point or another.

      Finally, I told myself I was just being paranoid and resolved to get on with my life. If Fenrir did have any idea about my controversial parentage, I was sure he would’ve posted it on flyers all over the school by now. In the beginning, I thought he was different from the others. Maybe that was what made the hellhound stunt sting so badly. Now I knew the truth. He was just as bad as Loki and Hades were, if not worse. He was just better at hiding it.

      When evening fell, I decided to go for a walk around the grounds. It was the only time I could really get any nature time to myself without being harassed. The further I got from the Academy, the more I began to relax.

      It didn’t really feel like I had wandered all that far, but I knew from the vantage point of the portal that the forests surrounding the Academy were vast. Somehow, I’d walked to the end of them. I found myself on top of a hill overlooking a valley with a lake full of water that was so dark it looked like shimmering sapphires.

      I knew I should go back to the Academy. We weren’t allowed off grounds, and while that generally applied to visiting the nearby city of Atlantis, I doubted going into the wilderness was an acceptable loophole. Still, I wasn’t ready to go back just yet.

      I had told Dionysus my theory that Fenrir was the hellhound, and he’d believed me even before the asshole admitted it himself, but he agreed that using that info to clear my name would just dig me into a deeper   hole.

      I was a complete mess and while he was always there to lend a shoulder and a listening ear, I didn’t want to burden him with the particularly emo mood I was in that night. He had enough to worry about on his own, and I was responsible for much of it. I knew he didn’t blame me, but that made me feel even guiltier.

      As I walked over to the edge of the water, it seemed to grow darker the longer I gazed at it. There was something mesmerizing about it. A sense of safety and bliss enveloped me, like Dionysus’ ecstasy, but even gentler. All the stress and sadness lifted off my shoulders just like taking off a cloak, and for the first time in months, I actually felt relaxed.

      Something about my reflection caught me off guard. I saw movement even though I’d been still by the water for several minutes. I peered into the water and realized it was growing fuzzier, swirling in a hypnotic pattern.

      My instincts railed at me from deep inside, but the euphoria was drowning them out. My eyes were so heavy, but I couldn’t even blink. I couldn’t look away.

      My arms seemed to extend without my mind telling them to, and my fingertips brushed over the cool water as it rippled like silk. I could hear a voice within, calling to me.

      Calling my name.

      It was such a sweet sound, but it beckoned me powerfully. I felt pulled in, almost magnetized as I moved closer and dipped my toes in the water. As I sank further, the water only reached the tops of my knees. Strange that such shallow water could be so dark.

      I walked in deeper and deeper, drawn toward that sweetly singing voice. It had turned my name into a song, an intimate cadence meant only for the two of us. The water rose higher and higher, and only when it reached my chin did I realize what I was doing.

      In a panic, I tried to move back, but something was pulling me in. The shelf of the lake gave out and I was dragged deeper and deeper under the surface. Water rushed into my lungs and the downward torrent crashed over me, rendering my efforts to escape futile.

      That singing voice turned wicked and the gentle cadence of my name became a cackle.

      I was drowning. The realization swept over me like the violence of the water, but it felt like it was happening to someone else. My arms and legs struggled for a time, because that was what I was programmed to do, but they gave out just as independently.

      The whole time, I sank deeper and deeper. Impossibly deep. The voice became a soft song once more as the water grew still, as if it had no more reason to fight now that I had stopped struggling.

      I felt the darkness closing in and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I’d always imagined it would feel terrifying to know I was about to die, but it didn’t. Whether it was the same hypnotic spell that had lured me into the water in the first place or something else entirely, I felt only peace and tranquility.

      Giving up wasn’t just inevitable. It seemed so inviting.

      The sound of a bloodcurdling scream pulled me from the darkness, and I felt a hand wrapped tightly around my wrist, dragging me upward. My body lacked the strength to move on its own, and my oxygen-deprived mind could barely register the fact that the voice now screaming in agony was the same one that had lured me into the lake.

      I couldn’t make out the sight of my rescuer through the water, and I blacked out again before I had the chance.

      The next thing I was aware of was the agonizing pressure in my chest. Someone’s hands were on me, compressing my sternum rhythmically. CPR.

      Given the sound of his furious cursing, it wasn’t working.

      I recognized that voice…

      The pain had stopped. It took me only a second to realize that probably wasn’t a good sign.

      “Come on,” he said gruffly, putting all his agitation into the furious compressions. I could only feel it faintly, then not at all.

      When I finally opened my eyes, I could see everything. Including my lifeless body stretched out on the grass beside the lake as Hades loomed over me in defeat.

      When I looked down, I could see through my body. Shit!

      I rushed forward, trying to move closer since I seemed to be hovering a few yards in the air. I managed to stand near him, but my attempt to reach out and touch my body just led to my hand going right through.

      So Hades was the one who’d pulled me from the water. And it looked like he’d given up.

      “Come on, you stupid asshole,” I growled. “Don’t give up now!”

      If there was one thing that was worse than being dead, it was being rescued by him, but I sure as hell didn’t want to be both.

      “You stupid bitch,” he muttered under his breath.

      A surge of anger ran through my ghostly form and I clenched my fists. It soon became hope. “Can you hear me?”

      No response. He was still looking at my corpse and when he reached out to touch my cheek with a tenderness I didn’t think he was capable of, I froze.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s a mistake.”

      A woman’s voice made me jolt, and for a moment, I feared it was the siren. When I looked up, I saw her walking over to him from the tree line. A beautiful woman with long, flowing hair like ink. She wore an exquisite blue gown with a soft red scarf draped around her shoulders. She drew closer and I realized she was transparent, just like me.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “What’s a mistake?”

      She looked right at me but didn’t answer, turning her attention back to the young god who was just sitting there, watching my body grow cold and blue.

      “Resurrection magic is forbidden for a reason,” she said softly, resting a hand on his shoulder. It looked like she was actually touching him.

      Most shockingly of all, he looked up at her. “I know that.”

      He could hear her. “Hades!” I cried, desperate to get his attention.

      “He can’t hear you,” the woman said calmly, folding her hands. “He and I share a unique bond.”

      Hades looked around, frowning. “Who are you talking to? Is that her?”

      “Pay no mind,” she said casually. “The guides haven’t come to retrieve her yet.”

      “That means there’s still time,” he muttered.

      She frowned and in that moment, there was something so similar about their expressions. It was in the eyes and the Cupid’s bows of their lips. “Hades, you promised. Do not go the way of Orpheus or there will be consequences. There are always consequences.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” he snapped. His anger faded immediately. “I’m sorry.”

      Guess he got along with ghosts better than he got along with people.

      The ghostly woman looked up at me, her expression troubled. “Hades, please…”

      He ignored her and all I could do was watch helplessly as he held my fate in his hands. Resurrection magic. Was he seriously thinking of using that on me? Rumors swirled around what Hades was capable of, but no one really knew for sure. It looked like the blue flames were just the tip of the iceberg, so to speak.

      Hades began whispering words I couldn’t make out, but the cadence made me doubt they were in a language I couldn’t have understood anyway. At first, nothing seemed to be happening, but then his voice was joined by whispers all throughout the forest. The woman looked around nervously and gave me a pitying glance before she faded away completely.

      Okay, so that was disconcerting.

      The whispers grew louder, rising with Hades’ voice. I took a step back from my body as a blue flame shot up from the earth and formed a circle around me and him. Well, at least my physical aspect.

      The flames grew and grew until they became a massive wall and Hades stretched out his open palms. As if obeying his command, the ring of fire jumped into his palms and shaped itself into a glowing blue orb. It looked like an entire universe contained within a single sphere, and when he opened his eyes, they were the same bluish white as his flame.

      The sight made me breathless, but before I could process what was happening, he blew onto the sphere and sent streams of glowing smoke spiraling down to my lips. They were already turning blue, but somehow, the smoke forced its way past them. I watched as he funneled the infernal flame into my body and my skin began to take on a more lifelike color.

      I felt myself being pulled again, only this time, I was getting sucked back into my body rather than the endless abyss of the water. The next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes and gasping involuntarily. The rush of air into my waterlogged lungs was far more painful than drowning had been.

      Oh, yeah. I was definitely physical again. Being dead didn’t hurt this bad.

      My body sat up of its own accord and I found myself grasping Hades’s shoulders for support. It was a struggle to take even the shallowest of breaths, and it remained one for several minutes. He held onto me, saying nothing, and as the trauma of being pulled back into the realm of the living by the god of death begin to subside, the confusion set in.

      “What did you do?” I sputtered, my voice ragged.

      He just looked down at me for a moment, an unreadable look on his face. His eyes were back to normal. For him, at least. “I saved you from a Narcissus well. A few more seconds and you would’ve been siren food.”

      “A Narcissus well?” I echoed doubtfully. “What the hell is that?”

      He sighed. “You really are sheltered.”

      Normally, I would’ve had a comeback ready, but the obligation of gratitude and the oppressive exhaustion that made my body feel like lead stayed my tongue. My lungs still ached with each breath, and I was trembling so hard that my teeth chattered, but I’d never realized pain could feel this good. Compared to the nothingness of being dead, it was bliss.

      Hades was still wearing his uniform coat and he pulled it off to drape around my shoulders. The material was mostly dry thanks to the flame. I found myself staring up at him, at a loss for what to say. Finally, I managed to stutter the two words I never thought I’d say to him. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he said in a flat tone. “I saved your life because you belong to me, and I’m not in the habit of letting things go before I’m done with them.”

      I clenched my jaw, partly out of frustration and partly to keep my teeth from chattering. Of course he’d find a way to be an ass about saving my life. “That woman. Who was she?”

      He watched me for a moment and I could tell he was deciding whether or not to tell me the truth. Or maybe just whether it was worth answering at all. “That was my mother,” he finally said.

      The words took me by surprise. I knew Hades’ mother was no longer around, but no one ever spoke of her. It was just one of those subjects you didn’t bring up in civilized company, one of the many unwritten rules of Olympus.

      “She said there would be consequences for bringing me back. What was she talking about?”

      “It’s not something you need to worry about right now,” he answered, standing. He offered a hand to me and I hesitated a moment before taking it. I was already in his debt, so what was one chivalrous gesture on top of saving my life? “We should get you to the infirmary.”

      The rest was a blur. I didn’t really remember walking back to Academy with Hades, or the panicked reception that I was told followed. Somehow or another, I ended up in the comfortable hospital bed and despite the fear of drifting into the abyss again, I fell asleep.
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          Loki

        

      

    

    
      When Hades disappeared randomly in the middle of the intimate party we were throwing for our most loyal clients and minions, I didn’t think anything of it. He and Fenrir were both the types to run off and brood at random. When he returned hours later carrying a soaking wet Kore in his arms, I realize that even things that seemed normal weren’t. Not since the murder.

      No… Not since her.

      I listened in the shadows as he explained to my father and the infirmary staff what had happened. His lying was as plain as day to me, but it seemed to work on even my old man.

      The official narrative was that Hades had gone looking for his fiancée after her mother had called him worrying that she wasn’t answering her phone. I knew that was bullshit because he’d never so much as spoken with Demeter, much less enough for her to have him on speed dial. It was, however, a convenient lie, considering that it made him the point of contact for reaching out to Demeter to let her know about her daughter’s accident.

      For a split second, I had to wonder if it was an accident.

      No… Hades wouldn’t go that far. Not even with her.

      He wasn’t his father. We had that in common.

      He claimed he’d followed her energy through the woods and out to the Narcissus well. That much I believed. There were only a handful of staff members who even knew about the well, since tales of deadly supernatural fixtures tended to draw attention rather than repel it.

      Even I wasn’t risky enough to go near that thing.

      The fact that Persephone had almost been drowned by a siren was almost more incredible than the fact that she had survived. Something told me she didn’t merely owe her life to my friend’s superior swimming skills, but I’d have to wait until they left to question him.

      When he was finally alone in the room, I lingered a moment. Before I had the chance to come out, he muttered, “You’re better at shifting into animals than wallpaper.”

      I smirked, stepping out of the shadows as the damask pattern faded from my skin. “That was a masterful performance back there. Care to give me the real story?”

      He shrugged.

      I narrowed my eyes. We never kept secrets from each other. If Hades was trying, that left only one thing it could be…

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “I already got this lecture from my mother, I don’t need to hear it from you,” he muttered, brushing past me.

      I threw my hand out against the wall, blocking his path. The look he gave me would’ve made me back down on any other occasion, but this was too serious. “Resurrection magic?” I hissed. “Do you have any idea what they’ll do to you if they find out? What your father will do?”

      “No, it never occurred to me.”

      “You can be a smartass all you want, but that won’t save you when they call you before the tribunal.”

      “If you don’t go running your mouth, no one has to know.”

      “You know me better than that,” I snapped. I jerked my head toward the unconscious girl in the bed. “She’s another matter.”

      “She won’t tell anyone.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because we’re bound now,” he answered. “Without me, there is no her.”

      I took a moment to process what he was telling me. “When you say bonded, what exactly do you mean? Are we talking girls swapping embarrassing stories at summer camp, or industrial-strength superglue?”

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I’ve never done this before, and I haven’t exactly memorized the texts.”

      “You obviously memorized enough to bring her back.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ve studied incantations before.”

      I fell silent. This wasn’t the first time Hades and I had spoken of resurrection magic, but it was the first time in a long time. Once, while he was drunk off his ass, he’d mentioned a plan to use his power as the soon-to-be god of the Underworld to bring back his mother. We hadn’t spoken of it since, but I should’ve known better than to think he’d abandon the plan entirely.

      “This was a test run for you, wasn’t it?”

      “You think I planned for her to fall into a siren’s well?” he asked flatly.

      “Don’t bullshit me,” I growled. “You saw an opportunity and you took it.”

      “Like you wouldn’t do the same.”

      “Hedonistic pursuits, sure. Flaunting the laws of nature? That’s ballsy, even for you.”

      “What’s done is done.”

      I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t. He was right, it was done. Kore was alive and Hades was the one who’d brought her back from the dead. We were all going to have to live with the consequences.

      “How much does she remember?”

      His silence spoke volumes.

      “Shit,” I muttered, raking a hand through my hair as I stalked across the room. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Nothing has changed,” Hades said calmly. If anything, he seemed to be in a better mood than usual, even if the dark shadows under his eyes made it clear the forbidden magic had already taken a physical toll. “Except that now I know what’s possible.”

      “You got lucky. You got to her before the guides came,” I reminded him. “Resurrecting someone who just died is different from bringing a soul back from Styx. You know that.”

      “Of course I do. This is just practice.”

      I wasn’t sure which scared me more: his hubris or his apathy. A deadly combination, to be sure.

      Not that I should’ve been surprised. It figured the very thing that had drawn me to him would be the thing that got us all killed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      “Would you stop worrying? I’m fine,” I told Dionysus for what felt like the thousandth time.

      “It’s just a stupid party,” he muttered. “I don’t even have to go.”

      “You’re my roommate, not my nurse,” I said, sitting up in bed. I had been out of the infirmary for a full day and while I still wasn’t feeling quite like myself, I had finally stopped coughing up water. It figured I’d have to go and get drowned on the weekend, so I wasn’t even going to get to miss class. “Go to the party, I’ll be fine. You’re supposed to be gathering intel, remember?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You mean you haven’t changed your mind about Operation Sabotage after Hades saved your life?”

      “He’s not getting off the hook that easily,” I answered. “Besides the fact that he’s the reason I had to come to this stupid school in the first place, he made it clear he had ulterior motives for saving me. He wasn’t going to let me die before he was done.”

      Dionysus grimaced. “Man, that guy doesn’t know when to quit.”

      “You’re telling me,” I snorted.

      Dionysus bit his lip like he always did when he was fretting and studied me carefully. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?”

      “I don’t see any sirens in the room,” I said, looking around. “I’ve got a good book and Netflix in the background. I’ll be fine. Now go. At least one of us should go out and party on the weekend.”

      He gave a sigh of resignation and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Be good.”

      “Always.”

      He gave me a “yeah right” look before heading out the door. I couldn’t exactly blame him for worrying. The amount of trouble I’d gotten to since coming to the Academy made my life back in New York look downright boring in comparison.

      And to think I had been afraid I would lose my edge in college.

      After surfing around, I found a documentary that looked entertaining but not so entertaining that I couldn’t focus on my book and settled in for a refreshingly relaxing evening.

      Ever since I’d woken up, the events surrounding my drowning were a blur, with everything out of order. I remembered Hades’ mother in the strange conversation they’d had about resurrection magic, but when I tried to tell Dionysus about it, my mind went blank.

      Maybe I had some form of retrograde amnesia. It was the only explanation I could come up with, but whenever I thought too hard about it, my head ached as if to guide me back to other topics. Since I wasn’t eager to approach him and he’d been equally scarce since dropping me off the infirmary, I was content with indulging my need for distraction. I could worry about the rest come Monday morning.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning came and went, and I found myself pausing in the classroom door next to Hades’ seat. It was the moment of truth, time to tell whether anything had really changed between us or not. He glanced up at me for half a second, then turned his attention back to the book in his hands without so much as a hello.

      Well, okay then. I rolled my eyes and walked past, but the bastard stuck his foot out to trip me. I went down, barely managing to catch myself on the nearby desk, but it was far from graceful. When I turned around, he was smirking, as usual. The other students laughing was par for the course, too.

      I stuffed down my irritation and slung my book bag over my shoulder, stalking back to my seat. As pissed as I was, there was something almost comforting about the juvenile antics of the Hunt in comparison to what I’d just been through.

      I couldn’t get the siren’s voice out of my head. All my life, my mother had told me that the world of the gods was full of both beautiful and terrible things, unlike the mundane shelter of the human world.

      Hades was both. So were Loki and Fenrir.

      Deep down, I couldn’t get Fenrir’s question out of my head either. Was I really the same as them? If Ares really was my father, it stood to reason that there was darkness in me. Maybe even greater darkness than I’d found at the bottom of that lake.

      It was even more of a struggle to pay attention in class than usual, and when something hit my head, jarring me out of my thoughts, I thought I’d been caught daydreaming. I looked around to see who’d thrown it, but the guilty culprit was good at hiding. I picked up the crumpled ball of paper to reveal a simple note.

      “Meet me on break. Rooftop.”

      When I glanced up at the front of the room, Hades was looking at me over his shoulder. He turned back a second later, but I knew it was him.

      Irritation and curiosity mingled, and of course he was out of the classroom and gone before I had the chance to approach him. I had the rest of the morning to ponder whether I was going to take him up on his invitation or not, but the deciding factor was all the questions that had left unanswered about my rescue the other night.

      By the time I made it to the rooftop, I was already having second thoughts about the meeting. For all I knew, I was walking into a trap. Hades had made it clear he didn't actually care about me. He was just making sure that I played by his rules.

      It figured that the god of the Underworld wouldn't see death as an excuse.

      I still hadn't fully processed the fact that I had come back from the dead. I didn't feel any different, and I still had the mental block whenever I thought too hard about it. Something told me Hades had the answer to that, too, and trap or no trap, I wasn't leaving until he gave it to me.

      Halfway through my lunch break, I was convinced he had stood me up. When he finally appeared, it was on the other side of the rooftop, not the door I'd been watching the whole time.

      "Holy shit," I cried, spinning around to face him. "What the fuck are you doing?"

      "You know, that filthy mouth is going to get you in all kinds of trouble," he said in his usual snide tone, hands in his pockets as he walked toward me. I swear, the guy could have been on his deathbed and he still would've acted bored.

      "I've been waiting here for twenty minutes," I said, folding my arms. "Where were you?"

      "Taking care of business," he answered unapologetically.

      “Business," I scoffed. "You mean your little drug ring?"

      He smirked. "You're one to talk."

      I rolled my eyes. No argument there. "What did you want to talk to me about?"

      "In addition to giving you the chance to thank me properly for saving your life, we need to talk about the consequences," he answered. "The mental ward will be wearing off soon."

      "Mental ward?" I echoed, thinking of the block. "So that was you."

      "Of course. I wasn't going to just let you run around telling everyone what happened. I know you run to Dionysus with everything."

      I stared at him in irritation, not really able to argue with that either. "Are you finally going to tell me what the consequences your mother was talking about are or not?"

      His eyes flashed with anger. "My mother is another topic you shouldn't bring up," he said sharply. "Certainly not in this place."

      Usually, I was eager to tug at any thread that might unravel his temper or his ego, but something stopped me from pushing this issue. "Fine," I muttered. "Just tell me what she was talking about."

      "Resurrection magic is forbidden," he said slowly, like he was talking to an idiot. "I'm sure even you're aware of that."

      "Of course I know that," I snapped. "All the fun magic is."

      "This is different. Others capable of using it are able to bring back a wounded animal that's just died, at the very most. Anyone capable of true control over life and death is rare."

      I had an uneasy feeling the entire time he was speaking, and his words chafed against the block that was still making it uncomfortable to think about this. "And you're one of them."

      His silence was all the answer needed. He took another step forward. "You're now one of the only three people on this Earth to know my secret."

      "You boys really do share everything," I said wryly.

      He gave me a smirk, but his stare remained icy as usual. "I brought you back soon enough that there shouldn't be any major side effects, but there are some things you need to know. Namely, we’re bonded."

      Immediately, I didn't like the sound of that. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

      "It means that your existence is tethered to mine," he answered. "If I die, you die, so don't go any of taking extreme measures to get out of our engagement."

      Shit. "I'm not the murderer around here."

      He gave me a weary look. "Come on, you're not still on about me killing Phrixus, are you?"

      "You're still on my short list of suspects," I answered.

      "Then you're even dumber than you look," he said without missing a beat. "For one thing, I have an alibi."

      "So your best friend’s daddy says."

      "So he knows," Hades corrected. "And I can prove it."

      I hesitated, reluctant to leave him, even if the truth was that I was no longer quite as certain he was the killer. "How?"

      "Because I went to Atlantis to use the portal to the underworld," he answered. "It's tightly secured and keeps a record of every passage through. Hermes himself sees to that."

      I gulped. That was pretty rock solid evidence if he was telling the truth. Hermes' card was still burning a hole in my pocket, so I told myself I'd see about calling in that favor later to corroborate his story.

      "Say I did believe you," I said, for the sake of argument. "If we’re tethered, doesn't that mean if I die, you'll die, too?"

      I could tell from the agitation in his gaze that I was closer to the truth than he wanted me to be. "It doesn't quite work like that, but your premature death would have unpleasant ramifications for me, yes. For all intents and purposes, I am your master."

      "Master?" I scoffed. "Now you've gotta be kidding me."

      "I'm afraid not. As a result, we're linked, and that means we have to stay in close proximity to each other.”

      "Why?"

      "Because that's the way it works," he said impatiently, making it clear my questions were getting on his nerves.

      My head was still spinning from the new developments, but I knew I had limited time to get the information I needed out of him. "How close do we have to be?"

      "By my estimates, anywhere on the Academy grounds is a safe distance. Outside of that, I begin to experience a pull."

      "A pull?" I thought back to the strange dream I'd had the night before, the one that had woken me out of a sound slumber. "Exactly when did you take these estimates?"

      "Around three in the morning last night," he answered.

      Of course. "Before you decide to do any more experiments, do me a favor and try to pick a decent hour."

      "No promises," he said dryly.

      "So, what now?" I asked, almost afraid of the answer.

      Hades shrugged. "Now we just wait and see what happens. And I need assurance that you're not going to tell anyone about this."

      "I'm not, but short of taking my word for it, what can you do?"

      Looking into  his eyes made it clear I was going to regret asking that question. "There is a spell."

      “What kind of spell?" I asked warily.

      He came even closer, stopping once the fabric of our uniforms brushed together. "It's called the seal your lips spell," he said, running his fingers along the curve of my jaw. "I'm sure you can guess how it goes."

      I glared at him. "Does all your magic involve a kiss?"

      He chuckled. "It is a simple yet intimate gesture. It makes the transfer of energy easy."

      "And if I say no?" I challenged.

      A dangerous look came into his eyes, and it had the opposite effect of what he probably intended. What the hell was wrong with me? "There are other less pleasant measures."

      I usually would've argued just for the sake of arguing, but something told me he wasn't going to let me leave the rooftop without assurance of some kind. The truth was, I didn't mind the prospect of another kiss as much as I should have. The last one was still burned in my mind, unfinished and tingling like a dream that longed to be complete. "Fine," I muttered, trying to sound as unenthusiastic as possible. "Just get it over with."

      He put his other arm around me, pulling my body flush against his. In the moment I gasped, he brought his lips to mine, and I realized my memory had downplayed the last kiss. I felt a rush of energy, cold and hot like his hellfire. The energy wound around the information he was so desperate to keep secret like so many cords, binding it tightly. It didn't hurt. In fact, it was a strangely pleasant sensation, but the forceful brush of his lips against mine was too distracting to pay much attention.

      I returned the kiss. It wasn't something I did consciously, but before I knew it, my hands were in his hair and his tongue was in my mouth. He seemed surprised at first, but it didn't take long for him to catch up. He deepened the kiss and pushed me back, keeping his arm around my waist for support until he managed to push me up against the brick wall on the other side of the door leading up to the roof. My breath left me in a rush, and before I could scold him, he claimed my lips once more.

      The curses on the tip of my tongue gave way to his, and it felt too good to bother arguing. I gripped his hair hard, his hands settled on my shoulders, crushing my upper arms in his grasp. God, he was strong. Heat surged between my legs, as traitorous as my lips, but I was enjoying it too much to care.

      Somehow, all the hatred I had for him seemed to ignite the spark of passion that I hadn't even realized was there before. Now, it was so blinding and all-encompassing that I wondered how I had ever missed it. He was kissing me with force, his lips now at my neck as he sucked hard enough to leave a mark and bit down just to make sure of it.

      "Fuck," I growled, digging my nails into the back of his neck. "If I get a hickey, I'm gonna kill you."

      He stopped what he was doing only to look up at me, a devilish glint in his eyes. "Can't do that, remember?"

      "Shut up," I muttered, pulling him in for another kiss.

      His right hand slipped underneath my jacket, resting against my waist. My body surged against his instinctively as his hand made its way up to cup my breast, fondling me over my shirt and bra. The heat of his touch made it feel like my clothes were going to burn away to useless scraps, and as I slung my thigh over his hip to make room for him between my legs, I wished they would. His thigh pushed between mine, lifting up my skirt, and my panties grew wet as I ground against him.

      His mouth was on my neck again, and I could tell from the fervor with which he was sucking that he was getting as much enjoyment out of it as I was on the receiving end. And here I had assumed Fenrir was the only one likely to get toothy in bed.

      Much to my chagrin, I had often wondered about Hades in a similar context. Now that it was actually happening, it was all too fast and flurried for me to think with my logical brain. All I knew was that I wanted him as much as I hated him, and if I kissed him with enough violence, it almost felt like revenge.

      My clit was throbbing with need and grinding against his leg wasn't cutting it. He seemed to sense my desperation, or maybe it was just the fact that I was clawing at him, but he slipped his hand between my legs and pushed my panties aside to work a finger into me. I was already so wet, and a fevered moan escaped me as he found my G-spot on the first try.

      That son of a bitch just had to be good at everything. "More," I demanded breathlessly. He answered by pushing three fingers inside of me, and my body caved at the sudden burst of pleasure. I tightened up around him, my breasts pressed to his chest, and let out another moan as an earth shattering orgasm swept over me. His fingers fucked me harder as I bucked into his hand until I could take it no more. Before I could tell him as much, he pulled out with one final brush against my oversensitive clit that made me gasp.

      He smirked as he watched me come down from the orgasmic high, still breathless and too out of it to properly hate myself. He brought his fingers to his lips and sucked the tips in, his tongue flicking sensuously over my arousal. Somehow, that was the thing that made me blush.

      "That answers that question."

      "What question?" I asked, still panting too hard to sound properly offended.

      There was unmistakable lust in his eyes as he stared down at me. "You taste as good as you smell."

      The heat in my cheeks flared. "If you tell anyone about this —"

      "You'll kill me?" he finished smugly. "You're really going to have to find a new threat."

      He had a point. No matter how much I despised it, Hades' destiny and mine were more closely entwined than ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Loki

        

      

    

    
      “You fucked her, didn’t you?” I asked, watching Hades from across the table.

      He shot me a dirty look and looked around to make sure no one was listening closely. “Would you keep your voice down?”

      “Sounds like a yes to me,” I said, smirking. “What about you, Fenrir?”

      He’d been conspicuously silent all day and his only response was to keep eating while putting off a general aura of irritation.

      “Oh, come on,” I muttered. “We’re almost to the end of the semester and we haven’t even had any fun.”

      “Hades has had plenty,” Fenrir said in a decidedly bitter tone.

      I cringed inwardly as Hades’ head shot up and they stared each other down like their eyes were capable of shooting lasers. “What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think you know exactly what it means,” Fenrir said, shoving his tray forward. A few students at the next table over were starting to look our way, and not for any of the usual starstruck, dreamy-eyed reasons. “First, you make Kore the Rabbit, now her scent’s all over you.”

      “What business is it of yours what I do with my fiancee?” Hades demanded.

      “Come on, guys,” I said with a nervous laugh. “We’re not really going to let one little goddess come between us, are we?”

      They both shot me a withering glare and I shrank back in silence. “Okey-dokey, then.”

      “It’s my business when your antics make the rest of us look like fools,” Fenrir growled. “I’m starting to think you’ve forgotten the entire reason for being here.”

      “I’m starting to think you’ve forgotten your place,” Hades shot back, standing.

      Fenrir followed suit. Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      “At least I’m not putting all of us in jeopardy because I can’t accept that my mother’s dead,” Fenrir snarled.

      I grimaced. Oh, fuck. Hades was on him in an instant and while he managed to get in the first punch, they were soon both on the floor with Fenrir on top, trying to strangle him. I had to leap out of the way to avoid getting taken down in the process.

      There were a few screams from other students now clamoring to get out of the war path, but it didn’t take long for an audience to form around us. The Triad was always a united front in front of our classmates, even when we weren’t behind closed doors, and this was definitely going to give the rumor mill fuel for some time to come.

      Hades managed to get the upper hand again with a swift uppercut to Fenrir’s jaw. The werewolf’s lip split open but he barely seemed to register it, taking the opportunity to throw Hades into a nearby table.

      Most of the lunchroom tables had cleared out by then as students pressed around in a ring to watch the fight, and all I could do was watch for a moment to intervene. “That’s enough,” I hissed. “Do you want us all to get expelled?”

      It was a hollow threat, knowing that even my father wouldn’t dare to upset Cronus that much, but I was desperate. At the rate they were going, they would kill each other before long.

      They ignored me, of course. Through the crowd, I caught a pair of huge green eyes as Kore pushed her way through. She stopped near the front and stared at them like all the others, a frown on her face to make it clear she wasn’t impressed.

      I saw her mouth, “Idiots,” before she slung her bag over her shoulder and walked off.

      So the refereeing was all up to me, then. I groaned at the thought of leaving my newly pressed uniform in tatters, but this called for extreme measures. I shifted into one of my favored forms, a great black Siberian tiger. They might have ignored my verbal warnings, but they both looked up at the sound of the roar.

      I took the chance to put myself between them, snarling in warning at Hades, then Fenrir in turn. The former’s eyes were glowing hot with fire he was barely in control of, despite his usual restraint. Fenrir looked half a second away from shifting into his own beastly form, which was exactly what I was trying to prevent.

      We were already guilty of resurrection magic by association. The last thing we needed was him letting that thing out in front of all the rich brats of Olympus. Keeping a hellhound as a pet was nearly as bad.

      I said enough, I growled telepathically. Only the two of them could understand me in this form. I’d learned that the hard way, and I could only theorize it had to do with the bond between us.

      They were both in their separate corners, but I could tell if I moved an inch, they’d be back at it. Fenrir was the first to mutter under his breath and stalk off through the part that quickly formed through the crowd.

      Even he seemed to know he was close to losing control. If only Hades could become capable of that kind of self-awareness.

      He turned and walked off the other way, leaving me in the middle of the crowd. I wasn’t going to shift back and be naked in front of them, even though I was already humiliated.

      I knew if I headed back to the dorm, I’d risk running into my father or brother, so I headed for the men’s locker room instead. There were no gym classes in session, so I expected it to be empty.

      It wasn’t.

      I froze on the other side of the push-in door as I found myself face to face with Dionysus, who’d just gotten out of the shower and was wearing a towel around his waist.

      He stared back at me, a blank look on his face. “Loki?”

      I shifted back into my human-ish form. His face turned bright red and he looked away. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Can’t shift with clothes on,” I answered, smirking as I opened my locker and grabbed the spare change of clothes I always kept inside for just such an occasion. “It’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered, pulling the door to his locker open.

      “So, is there a reason you shower in the middle of lunch, or is the water pressure just that good?”

      I could feel him glaring at me as I buttoned my shirt. Getting under his skin had always been too much fun to resist.

      “Ever since my roommate outed me in front of the entire school, I can’t exactly shower with the other guys without getting weird looks.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Atlas?”

      He frowned, and I could tell he was trying to assess whether or not I was fucking with him. “You really didn’t know?”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” he said, shutting his locker.

      “Dionysus,” I said, stepping up to block his way out. His eyes blazed and for a second, I could see why he and Kore were so close. They both had fire running through their veins.

      “Why do you give a shit?” he demanded. “We were never anything, remember?”

      Having my words thrown back at me took me off guard enough that I let him go through.

      Why do you give a shit? The question stayed with me long after he’d left.

      I wasn’t sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I had gotten serious about winning the Games, I’d started using every spare moment I had to train. Eventually, my body had stopped punishing me so much. I was still sore when I went to bed and got up in the morning, but the exertion was getting easier and easier.

      Deep down, I was just relieved for the reminder that I was alive. It had been a few weeks since Hades had brought me back, and so far, he was right. I hadn’t experienced any negative side effects, but I could only hope that remained true.

      That evening, I was out for a run, hoping to clear my head. The Games were only three weeks away and it was impossible to believe how quickly this semester gone by. In some ways, I didn’t feel like anything had changed. Then, I looked around me and realized that just the fact that I had survived a full semester as the Rabbit was huge.

      Although maybe “survived” wasn’t the right word…

      The path winding around the Academy offered a splendid view of Atlantis. I didn’t dare venture back into the woods, considering that I hadn’t meant to reach the other side of them to begin with. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that something had lured me out there, long before the siren’s voice had called me into the water.

      At least it had all given me something to think about other than Ares.

      I turned up my music, determined to push myself into a higher heart rate zone that I usually went for before I headed back. The truth was, I wanted the excuse to come in late. Hopefully Dionysus would be asleep by the time I got in.

      We were closer than ever now that we spent so much time training together, but that closeness came at a cost. I could no longer deny that I was starting have feelings for him, and I cared too much about him to risk fucking it up.

      I knew he didn’t feel that way about me. I knew that saying anything would only make it worse, but I lived in fear that I would trip up somehow and reveal the truth.

      Then there was what I done with Hades… I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t told Dionysus. We shared everything and it felt like kind of a betrayal not to tell him something that big. I wouldn’t have said I was ashamed, but the fact that Hades hadn’t said a word to me since was playing on my insecurities and making me wonder if I had reason to be.

      We were just fooling around. I told myself it didn’t have to change anything. I still hated him and he still hated me.

      Even so, I couldn’t help but be curious about what the Triad had been fighting about that day in the cafeteria. Even Daphne didn’t know anything. I hadn’t seen Fenrir and Hades together since, but whatever it was seemed to have distracted Hades from making my life a living hell.

      I should have been happy. Why did I even care if those assholes were fighting anyway?

      I was deep in thought as I jogged, but the sensation of being watched drew me back to the present. I stopped running and looked around. The grounds were quiet, and there was no one in sight, but I definitely felt a presence. I focused until my attention shifted to the shadows of the hedges surrounding the garden, and I subtly lifted a finger to coax them into doing my bidding. I heard a startled gasp as the greenery reached out to wrap around whoever was watching me.

      “Loki?” I called as he became visible, struggling against the grip of the hedges.

      “Call off your Chia Pet,” he growled, still thrashing against the plant.

      I folded my arms and the greenery tightened around him. “Not until you tell me why you’re spying on me from the shadows like a creep.”

      “Like a creep?” he echoed. “That implies that you don’t think I’m usually a creep. I’m flattered.”

      I just glared at him, waiting for a serious answer.

      He sighed in defeat and stopped struggling. “I needed to talk to you about something.”

      “About what?” I demanded. I didn’t trust him any further than I could throw him, but I was admittedly curious as to why he’d sought me out.

      Had Hades already told the others what had happened between us? I couldn’t help but wonder if that had something to do with the fight in the cafeteria, but I quickly dismissed the thought. It felt too narcissistic.

      “It’s about Hades and Fenrir,” he answered, arousing my suspicion once more. “You saw them fight, and I’m sure you know things have been tense ever since.”

      “What Hades does really doesn’t interest me.”

      He gave me a knowing look. “If you tell yourself that for long enough, maybe you’ll start to believe it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What does any of this have to do with me?”

      “You’re the reason they’re fighting,” he accused.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “Come, you’re not that naïve,” he scoffed. “We all know you and Hades got to third base.”

      My cheeks flared with heat, but I wasn’t sure if I was more embarrassed or angry. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business. I can’t believe he told you.”

      “He didn’t need to,” Loki shrugged. “We share a bond.” His eyes narrowed. “A bond that includes you now, apparently.”

      “If this is about that thing I can’t talk about, you’re barking up the wrong tree. And the one has nothing to do with the other.”

      “Doesn’t it?” he challenged.

      “A point, Loki. Get to one.”

      I released him from the hedges and he smirked, walking forward to stand in front of me. “We both know you can come between them. I’m here to ask you not to.”

      I couldn’t believe I was hearing him right at first. “You’re seriously asking me not to fuck Hades?”

      “Or Fenrir,” he said, as if that made it any better.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You have a lot of nerve, you know that?”

      He smirked. “So I’ve been told.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, that was a momentary lapse in judgment,” I said icily. “It’s not going to happen again, but if it did, frankly, that’s none of your fucking business.”

      Loki chuckled. “Perhaps not.”

      He turned to walk away and my curiosity got the better of me. “Wait,” I called.

      He turned and watched me boredly. “Yes?”

      “Were they really fighting over me?”

      He shrugged. “Like you said, it’s none of my business. You’ll have to ask one of them.”
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          Kore

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for helping me with this,” I said as Daphne laced up the back of my dress. It was the night of the opening ceremony, and all the female participants had to wear some variation of the same toga-inspired dress. At least I’d gotten the chance to opt for one cut above the knee. “I’m not used to all the frilly stuff.”

      Daphne just laughed. “It’s no problem. There, you’re all set,” she said, stepping back to admire her handiwork. She was wearing a similar dress, only hers was a more practical wrap style. “Truth be told, I’m a little surprised you didn’t ask Dionysus.”

      I froze at the mention of his name. In the weeks that had elapsed, I hadn’t managed to come to terms with my feelings for him. We were roommates, but sometimes it felt like we were strangers.

      The Games spanned a full week, and with their culmination, the semester would be at its end. I didn’t have much time left to fix things before we both went home on break.

      Not that I was likely to get an invitation back to the Academy if my plan of winning worked out.

      Which brought me to another unresolved matter. Daphne was already heading to the door when I called after her. She looked back expectantly. “What is it?”

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” I said, knowing it might well leave me with a two-man team on short notice. I just couldn’t go into the Games with her in good conscience without telling her what Dionysus and I had planned if we won.

      Over the last few months, I felt like Daphne and I had grown close. She had been a friend to me when it was incredibly politically inconvenient to be that. At the very least, she’d never piled on like the others, so I felt like I owed her the truth.

      “Yeah?” she asked, growing concerned.

      I took a deep breath. No easy way to say this. “If we win, I’m planning on using the speech to confront the Council about the Wild Hunt.”

      Her eyes widened, but she didn’t react as hastily as I feared. “I don’t understand. The Hunt…?”

      “Not just that,” I admitted. “Everything about the way this place runs, from Phrixus’s murder getting swept under the rug to the fact that there are a few students who run everything and anyone who questions it gets trampled on.”

      She was silent for a few moments before finally saying, “I see.”

      “I understand if you can’t go out there with us,” I said, holding her gaze even though it was difficult. “But on some level, I know you must understand. You’re not like them either.”

      She looked away, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Things have always been this way.”

      “That’s just it,” I said, grabbing her hand. “They don’t have to be. We could win this thing, and actually give a voice to all the people who’ve been silenced in this school since it started. Putting pressure on the right people might actually make a difference.”

      She watched me closely, but I could see the hesitation in her gaze. “This isn’t just about Phrixus, is it?”

      I gulped. “No,” I admitted. “But that’s part of it. A student was killed in cold blood, and everyone’s just continuing on like nothing happened even though the killer was never caught. There are never any consequences at this school. If you belong to the right group, you can literally get away with anything. Including murder.”

      She grew wary. “You don’t still think that Hades…”

      “I don’t know what I think anymore,” I muttered. “I know nothing is ever going to change if no one ever tries.”

      She fell silent, and I could hear the announcer instructing the crowd of the Coliseum to take their places. The opening ceremonies would begin soon. “Are you with me?”

      Daphne stared at me, and it seemed like she would never answer. When she finally did, I certainly wasn’t expecting, “I’m with you.”

      Relief washed over me and I couldn’t help but pull her into my arms and squeeze tight. “You won’t regret this.”

      “We’ll see when the headmaster gets a hold of us,” she said dryly, putting an arm around my shoulder. “Come on, let’s get out there.”

      With the weight of secrecy lifted, I followed her out of the makeshift dressing room and across the lawn to the Coliseum Towers. Contestants were supposed to enter through the back, and the triumphant music was already beginning to play.

      As first years, we were expected to be the first ones out. I scanned the backstage area nervously in search of Dionysus, and when I finally caught sight of him, he seemed shaken. I pushed through the crowd to get to him, latching onto his hand. “There you are.”

      He gave me a tired smile. “Hey. Ready for all this to start?”

      “Yeah,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder. “Daphne’s with us.”

      His eyes widened. “You told her?”

      “I know I should have talked to you first, but it just kind of came over me. She’s good with it.”

      He eyed her doubtfully through the crowd before looking back at me. “Are you sure we can trust her?”

      “If we can’t, we’re kind of screwed anyway,” I reasoned. “Besides, she’s stuck with us so far and I’m sure she’s paying the social price for it.”

      He still didn’t seem convinced, but he nodded. “I trust your judgment.”

      “Come on,” I said, pulling him back to our place in line. He looked handsome as ever in a dashing toga with his golden hair crowned with laurels. I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather have at my side.

      The first few groups walked out across a golden carpet to the uproarious cheers of the crowd. Even though it was only opening ceremonies, most of the parents had already arrived. Chronus wouldn’t be in attendance until tomorrow, around when my mother was scheduled to arrive. I couldn’t help but be relieved I didn’t have to worry about either of them tonight.

      Their arena somehow looked bigger than it had during training, and there were torches all around it, casting an intimidating glow on the crowd. I must’ve looked nervous when it came to our turn to walk across the carpet, because Dionysus subtly reached for my hand.

      The innocent gesture sparked in unnatural response, making my cheeks flush and my heart flutter. I resented myself for taking even that the wrong way. It was all the more confirmation that I had to talk to him soon.

      We took our place on stage alongside the other contestants and I found myself studying the various groups, trying to figure out what we were up against. Each year’s students competed against each other in the early rounds, but the final event was a battle royale between those who emerged victorious among all groups.

      Hades and his posse had made history by being the second first years to take the Games in a clean sweep, and as the three of them came out last among the third years, I could tell they thought this year was going to be a repeat performance.

      There they were. Hades, Loki and Fenrir. They looked like the young, cocky gods they were, clothed in white and casually wearing crowns of laurels on their heads. This day was not so different for them than any other. They were worshiped wherever they went, so the Games were just another chance to lap up attention, honor and praise.

      More than anything else, I was going to enjoy beating them if only to put them in their place.

      Once all the contestants were onstage, Odin stepped up and took the microphone. “Welcome, students, parents and alumni,” he called in a booming voice that echoed well beyond the arena. “We are honored by how far some of you have traveled to witness this year’s festivities. Tomorrow, these students will begin to compete for the title of ultimate victor, and only one group will emerge supreme. However, tonight, we celebrate.”

      He raised a glass to toast the crowd. “Let the Games begin!”

      The arena erupted in gleeful cheers and it became obvious that a few of the spectators were already drunk. The band continue to play as we were allowed to venture offstage and over to the refreshments tables. It was more like an outdoor buffet, complete with chocolate fountains and ice sculptures. The Academy really went all out.

      “Well, this is it,” Dionysus said, watching as some people swept onto the dance floor while others mingled and gossiped. “The biggest party of the year. What do you think?”

      I shrugged. “Feels like an overrated New York fundraiser to me.”

      He just laughed. “So I suppose a dance is out of the question.”

      I blushed, surprised at his remark. Was he asking me? Before I could figure it out, he grabbed my hand and pulled me out onto the floor.

      “Isn’t there someone you’d rather be dancing with?” I asked, still flustered. He was a good dancer, which shouldn’t have come as any surprise. I wasn’t usually too bad myself, but his hands on my waist were distracting me, make it hard to keep up.

      Dionysus gave me a devastating smile. “No, there isn’t.”

      The certainty in his voice left me sure of absolutely nothing. As we danced and I found myself trapped in his gaze, I realized this whole sorting through my feelings thing was going to be easier said than done. I had halfway worked up the nerve to talk to him when someone appeared behind him, tapping him on the shoulder.

      “Mind if I cut in?”

      Fenrir’s familiar voice made me bristle. I turned to face him, noticing that he looked good in his formal toga even though it hardly seemed like his style. It revealed his thick arms and sturdy legs, as if his uniform left any doubts.

      “That depends on her,” Dionysus said, searching my gaze.

      “It’s fine,” I said, forcing a smile. “Go enjoy yourself.”

      He seemed reluctant, but he slipped away and let Fenrir take his place.

      “What do you want?” I asked in a clipped tone. He wasn’t quite as flashy of a dancer as Dionysus, but he held his own.

      He smirked, his golden eyes glimmering. “And here I thought you’d be in a good mood. You finally made it to the end of the semester.”

      “Not yet,” I reminded him. “There’s still plenty of time for your little game to fuck it up.”

      He chuckled unapologetically. “Nothing you can’t handle, I’m sure.”

      “Since you’re here, maybe you can answer a question.”

      “Yes?”

      “Why did you and Hades duke it out in front of everyone in the cafeteria?” I asked. “The real reason.”

      He grew somber at the mention of his friend. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      “I know what Loki told me.”

      “And what is that?” he asked.

      I glared at him. So he was really going to make me come out and say it. “He said you were fighting over me.”

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What the hell is it with you two? You treat me like shit, spend all semester bullying me and humiliating me, and yet you’re willing to kill each other because Hades fingered me on the rooftop?”

      His face went blank. For a second, I thought I was telling him something he didn’t already know, but there was a note of hope in his voice as he asked, “That’s all that happened?”

      I frowned. I didn’t like the cavalier way in which the Triad discussed my sex life, or lack thereof, but at least he was giving me some straight answers. “What did you think?”

      “Nothing,” he sighed.

      “Why does it matter what I do with him, or anyone else, for that matter?” I demanded.

      He held my gaze and didn’t answer for a long moment. There was more in that silence than I cared to decipher. “I think deep down, you know the answer to that, too.”

      “What the hell was that supposed to mean?” I asked as the song stopped. Fenrir stepped away, giving me a knowing look and nothing else before he disappeared into the crowd.

      “Hey!” I called after him, to no avail.

      Stupid mysterious fucking werewolves. I stalked over to the refreshments table to grab myself a cup of punch. It was almost sickly sweet, but I drank it down for lack of a better option.

      I shrank back a bit to watch the crowd, taking in the competition. Everyone was in a good mood tonight, but we’d all be at each other’s throats come morning. I raised my drink to my lips, but something solid hit them along with the slosh of liquid and I looked down. My punch was teeming with slick black worms I allowed a startled cry as I threw the cup into the grass.

      I looked up to see who was responsible and immediately caught sight of Helle, standing next to one of her minions. She smirked at me and gave me a little wave.

      Guess someone was over her grief. After the way the semester had gone, I really wasn’t sure why I had thought this night would go any differently.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Fenrir

        

      

    

    
      When the first day of the Games finally arrived, weeks of giving Hades the cold shoulder had to come to an end. That didn’t mean I had to like it.

      We hadn’t trained much at all, but I wasn’t worried. The Games would be a clean sweep, even without us being on the same page.

      It was the third time we’d competed, and like the others, we were all but guaranteed a win.

      It was still going to be amusing to see what the underclassmen managed to do. One in particular.

      There were various events scheduled for the first day, most of them meant to weed out the first and second years. It was rare for any of those groups to make it through to the finals, and while the stands had been packed the night before, they were notably sparse that morning.

      There was one familiar face in the crowd that drew my attention. Demeter was easy to recognize, from her thick brown curls to her regal profile. She was seated in the parents’ area alone, and I couldn’t help but look for similarities between her and Kore.

      They had similar features, to be sure, but energetically, they were nothing alike. Demeter was poised and reserved, but Kore… Well, she was hellfire on two feet.

      Looking at her now as she stood with her group, waiting for the first round to begin, she seemed to have shaken off what had happened last night. It was a petty little trick, and certainly not the worst Helle had thrown at her, but I felt myself fighting the urge to intervene all the same.

      All I could do was hope that once the Games were over and Hades had gotten the need to conquer her out of his system, all this Rabbit nonsense could be put to an end. It had stopped being fun a long time ago.

      Artemis announced the start of the first event. It was a simple dash, unlike the one from preliminaries. This time, the other students would be wary of Kore’s power, so I hoped she had another trick up her sleeve.

      When the gun fired, all the contestants took off at a clip. Ice began to form on the track. Ingrid was a one trick pony. The ice caught up to a few of the others, but most of the contestants managed to dodge it. Dionysus and Daphne leapt over the ice easily enough, but Kore’s left foot got caught.

      I watched as Demeter’s hand flew to her mouth. If she thought this was bad, she really wasn’t going to like the battle royale. I had a bad feeling Kore was going to make it that far, and I wasn’t looking forward to having to fight her.

      I thought it was over for her this round, but when I saw greenery sprouting through the ice, cracking the frozen pieces away, I realized otherwise. Kore broke away and began to catch up with the others.

      Ingrid was in the lead. No surprise there, and the fact that she kept glancing back over her shoulder suggested she knew she had a target on her head. A vine slithered out when she wasn’t looking, and I watched curiously to see if another Valkyrie would be taken off guard in the same way.

      Before the vine could reach the unsuspecting Valkyrie, a blade sliced through it from the back rings.

      Kore turned to look back at the other first year who’d sabotaged her attempt. Ingrid sailed across the finish line, with Daphne coming in second.

      Interesting. Cali and Ingrid weren’t even on the same team.

      In the past, the other students had been focused enough on their own performances in the Games that the unlucky Rabbit had a rare reprieve. It seemed that wouldn’t be the case this year.

      It was just one of many events set up for the day, and the second years were next. I found myself zoning out since no one else really caught my attention.

      To be fair, Kore captivated it for all the wrong reasons.

      Loki finally came over at some point in the early evening and dropped down beside me. There were dark circles under his eyes like he’d been on another bender. “You’re here late.”

      “It’s just the first year culling,” he said boredly. “Don’t tell me you’ve actually been here all day.”

      I looked back to track Kore’s performance in the disc throwing event. At the moment, she wasn’t using her power, which was wise. The less other students knew about her abilities, the more effective they would be when she really needed them, and these first events were orchestrated so that no one really needed supernatural abilities if they had trained enough. They were tests of discipline and will, not power.

      “Of course,” he scoffed, shaking his head.

      “You can’t tell me you’re not the least bit curious about how she does. Her  and Dionysus, at least.”

      He shot me a withering glare, making it clear he didn’t appreciate the reference. “Where’s Hades?”

      I shrugged. “How should I know?”

      “Are you kidding? You’re literally his guard dog. Keeping up after him is kind of your job.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Everyone needs a break.”

      Loki sighed. “You two can’t keep this up. You at least have to talk to each other before we start competing.”

      “I’m not worried. With a few notable exceptions, this year’s competitors aren’t exactly fierce.”

      “Regardless, this can’t keep up forever.”

      I just shrugged, not feeling up to arguing with him. Hades obviously wasn’t in any hurry to bury the hatchet.

      Besides, the Games had only just begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      First came the sprint. Then, the discus throwing. I was beginning to think the Games weren’t going to be much worse than the preliminaries.

      Then, the walls went up. I recognized the grid made of light, spanning the arena in a dome, and felt a familiar sense of dread wash over me. Training room exercises were always brutal, especially when Thor was coming up with them. Since it was the Games, it was probably a team effort.

      The crowd disappeared as the walls filled in, forming a canopy of trees overhead. When I looked around, there was no way of telling I wasn’t actually in the middle of the woods.

      “What fresh hell is this?” Dionysus muttered, backing up to me along with Daphne.

      “Another sim?” Daphne sighed. “They didn’t do this last year.”

      “Alright, gather round,” Thor continued, walking through the trees toward us. He had a grin on his face, making it clear he was enjoying whatever he was about to drop on us.

      “As I’m sure you will notice, more of you made it through the early rounds than we expected,” Thor said, looking around at the relatively large gathering. We weren’t nearly what we had been at the beginning of the day, but he was right. I hadn’t expected quite this many people to have gotten through and I was nervous about what was ahead, since tomorrow it was the second years’ time to shine.

      “In order to thin the herd, your teachers have approved a special kind of event,” he said with a terrifying glimmer in his eyes. “This forest is full of hidden dangers, and the challenge is to find your way through it and back to the finish line before anyone else, using whatever means necessary.”

      Some of the students I didn’t recognize from the training roster looked confused. One girl spoke up and said, “This is just the arena. Won’t we run out of room?”

      Thor gave her a knowing look. “Those of you who haven’t had my class may be at a disadvantage. The simulation is both practical and magical. There will be plenty of room for you to maneuver and the audience will be able to watch all of it.”

      That meant my mother was watching. Chronus too, even though he had remained sequestered in his private box ever since his heavily secured arrival. I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to get the “honor” of meeting my future father-in-law, but I wasn’t super eager.

      “That’s not fair,” another boy said.

      Thor snorted, already walking through the trees. “Life’s not fair. Welcome to the Games.”

      All eyes were on us, along with the group from his other training class, but I was used to being a target. “Come on,” I said, urging Dionysus and Daphne to follow me deeper into the forest before we could get pounced on.

      “Where are we going?” Daphne asked, running alongside me. “We need to form a plan.”

      “We have no weapons,” I said. “Right now, the plan is just to get away from the others.”

      “I’m good with that plan,” Dionysus said, running faster.

      It didn’t take long before we heard an explosion across the forest, still too close for comfort.

      “What the hell was that?” Daphne asked, looking over her shoulder.

      “I’m guessing it’s the fireworks guy from the preliminaries,” I answered.

      “This is crazy,” Dionysus muttered after we’d been running for a while. We were both breathless even though Daphne seemed to fare better with endurance tasks. “How were we even supposed to know when we’d reached the end?”

      “Right now, I’m more concerned about living,” Daphne said, pointing up ahead. I followed where she was pointing to at least a dozen sets of glowing red eyes in the darkness.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered, taking a step back. “What are those?”

      As if in response, a huge, batlike creature flew out and swooped down, narrowly missing my head. The others poured out in droves and began forming a cyclone around us. Their wings were flapping so fast that the wind actually began to pick up and it was all we could do to stay in a tight group.

      “What are those things?” Dionysus asked, sounding both grossed out and terrified. “Someone’s power?”

      “They’re hell bats,” Daphne answered, shielding her face. “They’re part of the sim.”

      “Can’t you stop the wind?” Dionysus cried.

      “I can’t,” Daphne said through gritted teeth. “It’s too strong.”

      I knew I had to do something, and my powers were the only ones that would be of use in this situation. I could call up a shield of roots, but that would take a lot of energy and the bats would surely chip away at it no time. I already had gashes from the sharp talons that had managed to catch me so far.

      Instead, I made a single vine with a weighted bulb at the end and cast it up into the cyclone of monstrous creatures. “Duck!” I cried, hunkering down to shield my head. The others did the same and I heard the whipping sound of my makeshift mace turning against the bats in their own tornado.

      The pained shrieks spread throughout the forest as the flock scattered and a few severed wings dropped to the ground.

      For the moment, we were safe.

      “Holy shit,” Daphne breathed. “Good thinking.”

      “You guys okay?” I asked, looking around. They both seemed as scratched up as I was, but none of us had any major injuries.

      “I’m not going to be okay until I can take a seven-hour shower,” Dionysus answered, shuddering as he got to his feet. He offered a hand to help me up and smiled. “Nice job.”

      I smiled back, hoping I wasn’t blushing is obviously as it felt. We hadn’t talked much lately, and I missed being close to him, even if the circumstances were insane.

      “Okay, you two,” Daphne said in a dry tone. “Quit making eyes at each other and let’s get a move on before someone else finds us.”

      I was speechless for a second, but when I looked over at Dionysus, he seemed equally flustered. I decided to hold my tongue and just focus on getting through the challenge.

      “There,” I said, looking up ahead. “There’s a clearing in the trees. I think that’s how we get out.”

      “Seems too easy,” Daphne said warily.

      As if on cue, I heard the familiar sound of something whirling through the air and barely managed to push her out of the way of the flying silver projectile. The same type that had cut my vine, but whose power was that?

      “Thanks,” Daphne said, looking up at me in dismay. I helped her to her feet and turned to face the group coming toward us.

      The Valkyries, and it looked like Callie had joined them. Why was I surprised?

      Callie was smirking at me, another silver blade in her hand. It looked like someone wanted to join their club. “Looks like you made it further than we thought,” she said, sauntering toward us.

      “Were not allowed to have weapons,” Dionysus protested, getting in front of me. It was both sweet and irritating that he felt the need to protect me.

      “Callie makes them,” Ingrid said, folding her arms. “Why don’t you give them a demonstration?”

      She smirked and flung another blade in my direction. I managed to dodge it, but barely. I watched her form another in her hand and realized she was capable of materializing the objects just like I was capable of creating vines.

      Daphne dove out of the way as the barrage of knives sailed past us, and the ground began to tremble as the Valkyries and their new recruit pulled out all the stops. I created a vine and managed to whip several of the knives out of the air, and Daphne created a shield of wind around us that kept the others at bay. I knew it wouldn’t be long before they found a way around it.

      I had to do something, and fast. Hopefully the mini earthquake going on around us would provide a distraction from manipulating the intricate root system I could feel underground. The fact that I could sense it at all was proof that Thor was right and there was more to the simulation than just mechanics.

      “This won’t hold out much longer,” Daphne warned, bracing against the onslaught as the wind swirled around her.

      “I have a plan, but it’s going to take all of us,” I warned her. “If you can just hold out a little bit longer.”

      Daphne nodded and I turned my focus to pulling the roots up from the earth. Dionysus touched my shoulder and said, “May I?”

      I looked over at him, confused, but nodded. A wave of energy surged into me, empowering my own. There was definitely a euphoric tinge to it, but it wasn’t the debilitating bliss from before. Instead, I could feel him amplifying my power, giving me the push I needed to send the cluster of roots shooting up from the earth to wrap around each of the Valkyries, pulling them all together, back to back.

      The indignant screams told me it was working and Daphne lowered her shield, since Callie’s arms were bound at her sides by the root system.

      “Whoa,” Daphne breathed. “Nice work.”

      “It’s not done yet,” I warned. “Ingrid and Drea can still use their powers. Dionysus?”

      “On it!” he called, already rushing toward them. The earth started trembling violently and he lost his footing but managed to get over to them.

      “Don’t you dare,” Drea seethed, her eyes glowing hot as the forest singed around her. If she was able to keep it up, we’d be trapped in a ring of fire. Good thing it took her some time to power up, or we’d be screwed.

      Dionysus ignored her, reaching out to brush his fingers against her forehead, then Ingrid’s. I watched as the sleepy, stupefied looks came over their faces, rendering their powers useless, but only momentarily.

      “Come on,” Daphne called, already running toward the clearing. “Before someone else shows up!”

      I followed her, feeling Dionysus behind me. There was an archway created by trees and vines with only intense white light on the other side. I was somewhat reluctant to step through it, but once we reached the other side, we were back in the arena.

      Everyone in the stands rose to their feet and the cheers were like a roar, almost deafening.

      Odin stood from his throne of honor and raised a goblet in our direction. “We have our victors.”

      I was still panting and overcome with disbelief as Artemis placed the gilded floral wreaths atop our heads. It all seemed surreal, but the look in the Headmaster’s eyes told me nothing had really changed. If anything, winning just made me more of a nuisance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Hades

        

      

    

    
      The afterparty the first night of the Games was always more amusing than the first-year trials themselves. Or at least, that was how it had been the last couple of years.

      I had stepped out to handle some business during the final trials, but word of Kore’s performance had found its way to me. Loki had texted me a video of part of it, and I couldn’t deny that her little stunt with the roots was fast thinking. Most first years fell into the trap of relying on their own powers to bulldoze through any challenge, but it was a rare person who could analyze her teammates’ gifts and use them to such great effect.

      Even so, if she thought she had a chance at winning against the upperclassmen, she had another thing coming. The Valkyries were my first line of defense, but they were far from being the only foot soldiers on the field.

      And if she really got far, she would have the pleasure of going against the Triad.

      I almost hoped she would.

      “Hey, man,” Atlas said, coming up to give my shoulder a friendly push. “Your girlfriend’s pretty tough.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” I muttered, taking a sip of meade. “She’s my fiancee, and until next year, she’s the Rabbit.”

      “Right,” he said uncomfortably, walking off.

      I spotted Fenrir across the room and I was more than content to continue ignoring his existence until he came over.

      “Your father is back at the guest house,” he remarked.

      “So he is.”

      Fenrir sighed, glancing over his shoulder. “You should at least pay the old man a visit, or he might get suspicious.”

      “Of what? He pays no mind to what goes on here, except to gawk at these festivities once a year,” I scoffed.

      “Still,” Fenrir muttered.

      “Mind your own business and leave the family affairs to me.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m stuck with your miserable ass and as far as your father knows, I’m keeping an eye on you for him.”

      He had a point, but I wasn’t going to admit as much.

      “Where’s Kore?” he finally asked, scanning the crowd.

      “How should I know? Probably out celebrating her victory by boffing some second year.”

      He gave me a filthy look, and I knew that sooner or later, we were going to have to address the elephant in the room, but I wasn’t in the mood tonight. Before he had the chance to say anything further, Daphne approached us.

      “Hades? Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Anything you have to say in front of me, you can say in front of him,” I said, taking another sip. Just because the parents were fighting didn’t mean we had to show the kids anything but a united front. I wouldn’t make the same mistake I’d made in the cafeteria again. Dissent showed weakness.

      She hesitated, but finally spoke, “Kore is planning something if we win.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I knew having her spy for me would pay off, if only because she actually seemed to like my betrothed. “And what might that be?”

      She lowered her voice and stepped closer. “She’s going to use the victor’s speech to call out the Academy, and the Hunt.”

      Fenrir looked at me, his anger momentarily replaced with disbelief.

      I chuckled. “Of course she is. She’s a firebrand. She has to turn everything into something political.”

      “What should I do?” Daphne asked nervously.

      “Nothing,” I answered. “Just keep competing, and let her think you’re going along with it.”

      She seemed unsure, but finally nodded. “Is that all?”

      “Enjoy the evening,” I said, raising a glass to her.

      Once she was out of earshot, Fenrir asked, “What are you planning?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” I said with a shrug.

      He frowned. “You do realize if she gets up on that stage and humiliates the school, your father and Odin are going to kill you, right?”

      I smirked. “That requires her actually winning, and there’s no chance of that.”

      Fenrir snorted. “I wouldn’t be too sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Kore

        

      

    

    
      The second day of the games, most of the first years were off sleeping or partying, depending on which pastime they found more restful and replenishing. I was in the stands, watching every event the second years competed in.

      For the most part, their challenges weren’t much different from ours. I expected things would be ramped up tomorrow when the third years competed, and even more the next day with the seniors, but I was still intent on taking notes. We were the only three first-year competitors who’d made it through, and that alone would put a target on our heads. I was keeping track of every competitor’s powers, and making mental notes of how they played out in each scenario.

      I must have gotten a little too into it, because I didn’t even notice Dionysus coming up to me until he was right there. “Still here?” he asked, sitting next to me.

      I gave him a tired smile. “Just studying the competition.”

      “I can see that,” he said, looking down at the notebook in my hands. “You’ve filled that thing out quite thoroughly.”

      “Can’t ever have too much info on the enemy.”

      He chuckled, offering me a drink. “Your diligence is impressive.”

      “I just really want to win this thing,” I admitted.

      He watched me for a moment and I could see the wheels turning. Whenever he looked at me like that, it felt like he could see absolutely everything--including the secrets I’d rather keep tucked away.

      “What?” I asked warily.

      “I’m just wondering if the speech is the only reason you’re so set on winning.”

      “It’s not the only reason,” I admitted. “I’d like the opportunity to shove a win in Hades’ face, for sure.” I scowled. “What’s that smile for?”

      “Nothing,” he laughed. “Nothing at all.”

      “Bullshit,” I muttered, lightly elbowing him. “I wanna know.”

      “Alright,” he sighed. “It’s obvious you like him.”

      I blinked. “What? Are you crazy? I fucking hate the guy.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Dionysus mused. “But extreme emotions have a way of coming back to the same point. Love and hate aren’t really opposed.”

      I looked away since my face was flushing traitorously. “Yeah, well, in this case, they are.”

      “Whatever you say,” he said, standing. “Promise me you’ll get some rest soon. I know you’re going to want to watch the Triad tomorrow, but you’ll be useless come the semi-finals if you don’t get some rest.”

      He had a point. There was a fine line between studying the competition and taking myself out of it due to exhaustion. “I will,” I promised.

      Dionysus touched my shoulder before he left and I found myself hopelessly distracted from what was going on in the arena, so I decided to leave not long after.

      His words stayed with me long after I’d gone back to the room and attempted to take a nap. Was he right? He didn’t even know I’d fooled around with Hades, and he was already picking up on something.

      I closed my eyes and pushed it out of my mind. Even if he was right, I didn’t want him to be. I might have been bound to Hades, but that didn’t mean my heart had to be. It was the one thing he and his father couldn’t buy and I intended to keep it as my own.
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          Loki

        

      

    

    
      The third day of the Games came out of nowhere. To be fair, I’d spent most of the previous days partying, so everything was a bit of a blur. Nonetheless, I wasn’t worried. The first two trials were a cinch and we barely broke a sweat. Even though Hades and Fenrir were still indulging their petulant feud, the competition wasn’t stiff and we didn’t need to be a united front.

      Yet.

      When the fourth years came into the mix, that would change, but I could only hope having to work together all day would soothe the tensions somewhat.

      So far, we’d taken everything in a clean sweep. Discus, hand-to-hand combat, maze running. The final event of the day was a wild card, but I wasn’t worried. The only team left was Arius, Caius and Baldr. All brawn and no brains. If the final challenge was a head-to-head battle, it wouldn’t last long and if it was a puzzle, well… that would be a massacre.

      Thor came to the edge of the arena, looking out over the remaining contestants with impartiality. “You’ve all done well so far,” he said, finally glancing my way. “As it stands, Loki, Fenrir and Hades would take the day regardless of their performance in this challenge, but the judges have decided to change things up this year.”

      Hades and Fenrir both looked at me, as if I had any idea what was up my brother’s sleeve. He never gave me any preferential treatment. Quite the opposite, and he made sure everyone knew it. Whatever he was planning, I could be sure of one thing: it was designed to fuck me over.

      “This will be a weighted challenge, meaning that whomever wins will be the victor for the day,” Thor continued once he’d built up enough tension.

      “What?” Hades snapped. “That’s absurd. We’ve never done it this way before.”

      “If you’re so confident in your abilities, you shouldn’t be concerned,” Thor answered smugly.

      The other team was preening with excitement now that they thought they finally had a chance.

      No matter. We’d shut them down before and now was no exception. There was absolutely no way we were missing the finals. Not with Chronus watching.

      “This challenge will be a simulation designed to test your abilities in the real world,” said Thor. “As such, the objective is a bit different. You’ll be loaded into a disaster scenario and tasked with rescuing as many victims as possible. The team who’s saved the most people and prevented the most damage in the span of ten minutes wins.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered under my breath.

      “He’s doing this just to fuck with us,” Hades accused.

      “No shit,” I shot back. “Then again, you’re used to playing rescue hero, so it shouldn’t matter.”

      He shot me a filthy look as we took our places in the arena and the grid came up overhead. The audience disappeared along with my brother, but not before he issued a smirking, “Good luck.”

      The simulation appeared around us along with the chilled air biting at my skin. We were in the middle of a city that looked like a knockoff of Atlantis, crystal buildings fallen in decay all around us. The panicked screams and moans of agony made it clear plenty were trapped in the rubble.

      The other team set off toward the north, using their powers to move the rubble. With a telekinetic on their side, they were definitely at an advantage. Our collective powers were far more suited to destruction than salvation.

      “How the fuck are we supposed to do this?” Hades muttered.

      “Maybe Fenrir can sniff the people out,” I suggested.

      “I can’t shift,” he reminded me. “My senses are duller in this form.”

      “Then we’ll have to do it the old fashioned way,” I said, charging in to the nearest mass of rubble and chaos. As I began pulling away rocks, the others finally joined in. It was slow going, and we’d only managed to rescue three people in the time it had taken the others to save six.

      “Shit,” Hades growled, looking back. “We’re going to lose.”

      “Focus,” I snapped. “If we don’t take this seriously and pretend it’s real, we will lose.”

      As Fenrir hefted a massive rock across the road, an idea occurred to me. “I’m going to shift.”

      “Into what?” Hades demanded.

      I ignored his question and pushed off the ground, taking into the air in the form of a black hawk. As I soared overhead, I could see far more clearly. There was a leaning building in the distance that hadn’t quite collapsed. There were almost certainly people inside. Probably even enough to turn the tables of this challenge.

      I let out a shriek to urge the others to follow and landed on a nearby ledge. The panicked screams coming from inside told me the gamble was about to pay off, assuming we could work together long enough to pull it off.

      “Holy shit,” Hades muttered. “Good find.”

      Praise from him was rare, but it had been an unusual day. I could tell from the look in his eyes he was already working out the logistics.

      Fenrir walked toward the nearest door to force it open and Hades called, “Stop!”

      He looked back, irritated. “We don’t have much time.”

      “This building is barely standing. If we just bulldoze in, it’ll collapse on all those people.”

      Fenrir hesitated. “What do you suggest we do?”

      Hades turned to me. “Loki, can you shift into something large enough to support that wall?”

      I eyed what he was pointing at and fluttered my wings, taking a dive off the ledge to shift into a massive bull. Lowering my head, I caught my horns under the ledge of the lopsided roof and lifted slightly to test it.

      “That’s good,” Hades called, rolling up his sleeves. He raised his hands and blue flame began to lap at the building.

      “What the hell?” Fenrir cried, echoing my dismay.

      “It’s a controlled burn. I’m getting rid of the debris in our way,” he explained.

      I eyed the flames that were dangerously close to my snout, but before long, the thin walls fell away, revealing a few of the terrified souls trapped within.

      “Go,” Hades ordered. Fenrir rushed in and Hades followed. I could feel the tremors within the building and knew the weak structure wouldn’t hold up long, especially with them moving around. Fenrir came out holding a kid and guiding two adults, followed by Hades, who had an injured man in his arms. Several more trips and they’d pulled a couple dozen people from the building.

      “Is that everyone?” Hades asked.

      “I’ll do another sweep to make sure,” said Fenrir, going back into the building. I chuffed to alert Hades to the fact that I could feel the building crumbling.

      “Fenrir, come on!” he bellowed.

      Fenrir appeared a moment later and grunted, “That’s everyone.”

      Not a moment too soon. I pulled back and the building collapsed with a plume of dust and smoke. A horn blared through the skies, announcing that our time was up.

      The smoke cleared as the grid appeared once more in the sky and the simulation dissipated, leaving us standing in the center of the arena. I couldn’t hold such a large shifted form much longer and had no choice but to shift back, buck naked.

      Thor walked toward us as the other group came into view. “Time’s up,” he called. I felt a glimmer of hope from the irritation in his voice, but he drew it out for as long as he could. “With twenty-seven rescues, the winning team is Loki, Fenrir and Hades.”

      “Holy shit, we did it,” Fenrir muttered.

      Even Hades laughed in relief, raking a hand through his hair. “Wasn’t sure for a second there.”

      “Good to see you two talking again,” I said wryly.

      “Shut up and put on some pants,” Fenrir said, shoving into me.

      I smirked. They could deny it all they liked, but I knew they were both relieved to have put the tension behind us. We were stronger together. Someday, maybe the other two idiots would realize it.
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          Kore

        

      

    

    
      I spent the fourth day of the Games catching up on lost sleep, at Dionysus’ urging, and by the time finals came, I was relieved I’d made that choice. I had crept back to the arena to watch the third years’ performance, and even though I’d never admit it, I was impressed that the Triad had actually managed to work together on something other than tormenting people.

      My mind drifted to other team activities they might excel at, but that kind of thought wasn’t going to win the Games. I had to be willing to come at them with everything I had, and I knew they’d do the same.

      As the winners of the preliminary rounds gathered onstage and the music swelled to announce the beginning of the finals, I found myself searching the crowd. I’d managed to avoid my mother under the guise of being busy with all the festivities surrounding the Games, but she was going to kill me once she heard the winning speech I planned on making.

      And I would be making that speech. There was absolutely no way I was going to let Hades best me, and as intimidating as the fourth years were, I hoped them underestimating us would give our team at least some advantage.

      The finals were always a battle royale, which meant that power would come into play as much as prowess and experience. Dionysus, Daphne and I had learned to work together, complementing each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Hopefully we could keep it up.

      Odin stood from his throne and approached the contestants. There was always an air of sagacity about him, but I knew the truth. He was every bit as corrupt as any of the gods, wisdom aside.

      “You’ve all done remarkably well,” he began. “And you should all be proud of your performance. It’s been many years since we’ve had so many strong contenders at all levels.”

      The entire time he spoke, my skin crawled. I just wanted him to get on with it so I could expose him for the enabling bully he really was.

      “As I’m sure you all know, the standard test for the final rounds is a battle royale, but a remarkable crop of competitors requires a remarkable challenge,” he continued.

      We all glanced around and the fact that even Loki seemed surprised by his father’s words didn’t bode well.

      “What is he talking about?” I whispered.

      Dionysus shook his head, staring forward. “No idea.”

      Further down the arena, two servants wheeled in a cart full of silver goblets and one large decanter. The liquid sloshing within was a vibrant blue swirled with glimmering flecks of gold and it glowed like an enchanted brew.

      “You’ve all proven yourselves worthy in the arena, but the true test of will is the battlefield within the mind,” said Odin, his eyes glinting with amusement. “In order to compete in this test, you will drink a potion that will submerge you deep beneath your subconscious mind where all your darkest fears and desires reside. Only by conquering them as they appear to you will you be able to claim victory.”

      “So we’re not competing as teams?” Hades asked, frowning. For once, I was glad he spoke up because I knew Odin wouldn’t take kindly to any questions from me.

      “You are not,” Odin answered. “This will be a test of the individual, and there can be only one victor. The first to break free of the potion’s influence and regain consciousness will be the winner. The others will lose by default, at which time they’ll be given an antidote to pull them from the unconscious state.”

      Murmurs rose up from the crowd and the contestants alike. None of us were prepared for this, but that should have been a lesson in itself. When it came to the gods, nothing was predictable.

      I eyed the potions as a servant filled each goblet and started handing them out one by one. When he came to Fenrir, I noticed the solemn look on his face. We were all wary, but I could imagine that whatever lurked beneath the surface of his subconscious was far more troubling than most.

      Was this even safe? Not that Odin would give a shit if it wasn’t.

      “This is insane,” someone muttered further down the row.

      Odin looked up with a sharp gaze, missing nothing. “Those who do not wish to partake may resign.”

      The first year who’d spoken up looked like he was going to piss himself. He finally set the goblet back on the table and ran offstage.

      “Anyone else?” Odin asked, glancing at each of us.

      The stage was dead silent. No one else was going to back out, for better or for worse.

      My mind was racing as the man placed a goblet in my hand and I stared into the swirling liquid. My own subconscious held enough shadows to be wary of taking it, but I couldn’t back down now.

      “Down the hatch,” Dionysus muttered, throwing back the liquid. I followed suit, drinking quickly to be rid of the bitter taste sooner.

      I didn’t feel anything at first. Servants came around with cots, which didn’t bode well. A first year dropped suddenly and looked like he’d been asleep the entire time.

      Dionysus sat down before he could pass out and Daphne and I followed his lead. My head was beginning to spin, and I laid down since that felt like the only safe position. I shut my eyes until the spinning stopped and when I opened them, I was in the middle of a great empty field.

      Was this supposed to be my mind? Because if so, that was hella insulting and I didn’t have anyone but myself to blame.

      I stood slowly, trying to get my bearings. Everything felt solid enough, but I knew better than to take even my next step for granted. Just because this world wasn’t real didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous.
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      When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a pale blue sky. It was all blue or gray for as far as the eye could see, and what I could see wasn’t much. Rocky cliffs, streamy clouds.

      Something was wrong. This wasn’t the place I visited when I dreamed, or even meditated.

      I stood, carefully surveying my surroundings, trying to get a read on the energy. There was something decidedly familiar about it, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. The only sound was the gray grass rustling around me, until I heard an equally familiar moan.

      “Loki?” I asked, turning to face the other god, who was holding his head as he tried to sit up. He acted like he was nursing a serious hangover, and considering that we had no idea what they’d put in that brew, he probably was. “How the fuck did you get here?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” he muttered, stumbling toward me. He looked around, squinting. “Is this your subconscious or mine?”

      “I have no idea,” I sighed.

      “Maybe it’s the link,” he mused. “We’re bound together. Maybe we share the same collective unconscious.”

      “If that’s true, then where is Fenrir?”

      Loki opened his mouth to answer, but his face went blank all of a sudden as he stared at something behind me. “Think I found him,” he croaked.

      I turned to find Fenrir’s monstrous wolf form loping toward us, his teeth bared as he growled.

      Shit.

      I’d been worried about him taking the potion from the beginning, but it wasn’t like I had time to talk him out of it. For all I knew, we were trapped in his subconscious.

      “Easy,” I said, holding out my hand.

      The beast stopped and sniffed the air, his black fur still bristling. Recognition came into his golden eyes and he approached with a less menacing gait.

      “What’s with the hell form?” Loki asked, keeping his distance.

      Fenrir chuffed at him in irritation.

      “In English?” Loki challenged.

      More blank staring.

      “I don’t think he can communicate telepathically,” I commented, studying the wolf curiously. “Must be something about this place.”

      “Alright, it’s not funny, shift back so we can figure out where the fuck we are and how to get out,” Loki snapped.

      Fenrir just stared at him.

      “I don’t think he can,” I said. “I think he’s stuck as a hellhound.”

      “Of fucking course he is,” Loki muttered, stalking off in the other direction. He put a hand on his head and looked out at the empty expanse beyond us. “What the hell are we supposed to do?”

      “We go deeper in until we figure it out,” I answered, starting off in the direction I felt inexplicably pulled in, even though there was nothing about the landscape to differentiate it.

      “How do you know where we’re going?” Loki demanded, struggling to keep up.

      “I just know,” I admitted. “It’s a feeling.”

      “Great,” he ranted. “We’re stuck in lala land and the only guide we have is a feeling.”

      I ignored him and kept walking. Fenrir loped alongside us, scanning the horizon for threats. Whatever this place was, I doubted it would stay calm for long.

      The further we traveled, the higher the cliffs grew. We were no longer in an open field, and the sky itself seemed to have darkened.

      “You’re sure this isn’t the Underworld?” Loki asked warily.

      “Even the Underworld isn’t this bleak,” I answered.

      He shuddered.

      Fenrir stopped walking suddenly and raised his head to sniff the air. He took off running without warning, disappearing through a narrow passage in the cliffs up ahead.

      “Hey!” Loki cried.

      “Shit,” I muttered, taking off after him. If we were stuck here together, then getting out together was probably the only option.

      Loki fell behind, but the next thing I knew, a shadow passed overhead and I looked up to see a black crow soaring over me. One of his favored forms.

      He whined, but at least he was useful.

      His caw pointed me in the right direction and I had to scale a rocky cliff to reach him. He landed on a sharply sculpted rock formation up ahead, and when I finally managed to pull myself up, I froze at the sight awaiting below.

      Fenrir was standing on another rock ledge not too far down, staring at the river of roiling lava flowing from east to west. Beyond it was another gorge leading up to the first manmade structure I’d seen in the distance. The house--or maybe it was a castle--sat atop a high cliff, and while it was too far away to make out the details, the architecture seemed rudimentary.

      Loki shifted back, perched on the ledge, his dark hair whipping in the hot wind rising up from the hellish river. “What the fuck is that?”

      “I don’t know,” I muttered. “But something tells me that’s where we’re supposed to go.”
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      After traveling for what felt like forever, I reached a massive gorge leading up to a stone structure. It looked ancient, and it rested atop a hill that seemed all but impossible to climb, but it was the first sign of civilization I’d seen and my heart ached with relief. As exhausted as I was, it gave me the strength to carry on.

      I reached the base of what I now recognized as a mountain rather than a hill and started to plan my upward journey. I made two thick vines, one to hook around a sturdy looking rock above and the other to secure around my waist. I threw the second vine up alongside the first and manipulated them into a secure knot, testing it before I began to climb.

      At least I’d woken up wearing halfway decent shoes. I continued the climb, refusing to give in to the urge to look down.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what Daphne and Dionysus were experiencing on their own journeys. All I could do was hope that one of us would wake up first.

      I made it to the first ledge and began the process all over again. I nearly slipped a few times but managed to catch myself. By the time I made it to the top, my arms and legs were so sore it felt like they’d fall off. I dragged myself onto the ledge and got to my feet, walking toward the stairs leading up to the stone building. They seemed insurmountable, but I took them one at a time, peering into the darkness within the great archways.

      I’d never seen a building like this, large enough to be a castle but lacking any artistry in its construction. The darkness subsided only partially as I stepped in through the entryway.

      “Hello?” I called. My voice echoed through the darkness.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. So far, I hadn’t come across any traces of life in this empty place. The isolation became a shadow looming over me at all times and I began to lose sight of the fact that there was any world beyond it.

      I continued on with no other choice but to tread carefully in the darkness. As my eyes adjusted, I could make out the vague shapes of furniture and the musty smell of abandonment. If this place had ever served as a home, its occupants were long gone.

      A sound coming from up ahead drew my attention and I proceeded with greater caution. There was no telling what lied in wait within the darkness, and as I stretched out my hands, my heart raced.

      I could see now why this was the challenge they’d chosen. No physical threat in the real world could terrify me more than whatever was lurking in my own mind. Especially knowing that somewhere, the power I had yet to fully learn to control was waiting for me.

      My fingers brushed a smooth, cool surface and I realized it was stone fashioned into a railing. Sure enough, there were stairs. The sounds of movement coming from above grew louder and I began to walk carefully up each step.

      The stone below me felt less than solid, and I could hear rocks falling into some hollow cavern below. I stopped climbing, prepared to turn around when the stairs crumbled beneath my feet and I plummeted downward with a scream.

      At the last moment, I managed to catch myself on the edge of the broken stairwell, but the rocky surface felt far from solid.

      Shit. I was going to fall and there was no way I could pull myself out without crumbling the already tenuous structure.

      The sound of footsteps coming toward me filled me with fresh terror. My subconscious really had to go and pull out all the stops.

      I was expecting any manner of monstrous being, but when a familiar voice called my name, I decided I’d rather deal with a gorgon.

      “Kore?”

      “Hades?” I called in disbelief. “What the fuck are you doing in my head?”

      “I could ask the same of you,” he snapped, leaning down to peer through the hole. “How did you manage to get yourself into this?”

      “Just pull me up,” I hissed.

      To my surprise, he actually grabbed my hand and pulled me up. As soon as my feet hit the solid stairs above, I scrambled up, unwilling to take any chances. Loki was there in the hallway with a familiar black beast behind him. They were both watching me in dismay.

      “What the hell is she doing here?” Loki asked.

      “The fuck if I know,” Hades grumbled, coming to stand next to me. “Maybe Odin lied and we all got zapped to the same place.”

      “That’s not possible,” I insisted. “I’ve been walking forever and this is the first sign of life or civilization I’ve seen. If anyone else was here, I would’ve run into them.”

      “I think she’s right,” Loki mused, his eyes glimmering as he looked at me. “It’s just the four of us.”

      “How is that possible?” I demanded. “How did you three end up inside my mind?”

      “What makes you so sure it’s your mind?” Loki challenged.

      “Because it’s empty,” Hades said without missing a beat.

      “Oh, fuck off, asshole,” I said, flipping him off.

      He sneered. “That’s no way to talk to the man who’s saved your life twice.”

      Before I could respond, Loki waved his hand and a strip of tape appeared over both of our mouths. I let out a muffled cry of irritation and Hades immediately started clawing at his.

      “Enough. Whoever’s mind we’re in, I’m stuck with both of you and I’d rather not add a migraine to the mix,” Loki scolded. “You already fight like an old married couple.”

      I ripped the tape off, wincing. “We do not,” Hades and I said in unison. I glared at him and looked away when I realized we were only proving his point.

      “Let’s just go,” Hades grunted, brushing past me as he continued down the hall. “There’s obviously nothing here.”

      I reluctantly followed him, glancing over at Fenrir. He chuffed in response and walked past me. Guess he wasn’t feeling ferocious today.

      “Why is he in that form and why can’t he communicate telepathically?” I asked as we carried on down a vast hallway. My voice echoed and each room I looked into was empty.

      “No idea, but he’s stuck on four legs,” Loki answered. “I suppose you could say it’s a form of erectile dysfunction.”

      Fenrir growled low and snapped at the other god’s hand. Loki managed to yank it back just in time with a sharp laugh.

      Hades rolled his eyes.

      Even though I’d been less than thrilled to see him, I couldn’t deny this was preferable to the abject isolation that had characterized my journey to the barren palace. I wasn’t about to admit it, though.

      “Odin said we were on our own,” I murmured. “Did he lie, or is this some kind of glitch?”

      “He’s my father and even I couldn’t tell you that,” said Loki. “I’d say it’s about fifty fifty either way.”

      “So what do we do?” I asked. “Only one of us can win, right?”

      “I’m more concerned about finding out why we’re all here than winning at the moment,” said Hades.

      Of course he was. He knew everything in life was just handed to him and the Games were no exception. As far away as the real world seemed, I hadn’t forgotten that more hinged on my winning than bragging rights.

      “The potion has to wear off at some point, right?” asked Loki. “Worst case scenario, if we don’t find a way out, we could just wait it out.”

      “That won’t work,” I told him. All three of them turned to look at me. “I know how these potions work. The medicinal effects last only a second before your body metabolizes it, but it’s long enough to change your brainwaves. It’s a deep state, like a coma. The only way out is through force of will or being given the antidote, which means we lose.”

      “I see,” Loki said thoughtfully. “Well, you are the resident drug dealer.”

      I rolled my eyes and took the lead, heading toward the castle’s second entrance. From this angle, I could see the vast wasteland in the distance, and there was a patch of swirling clouds in the far east. The sky was red and black in that one spot, and gray everywhere else.

      “I think that’s the next stop,” I sighed.

      “Like this place wasn’t creepy enough,” Loki complained, coming up beside me.

      As tempting as it was to rest and as overwhelming as the prospect of further travel seemed, I wasn’t going to just stand there staring into the void. I made another vine and secured it to a stable-looking rock, preparing to begin the downward descent.

      “What are you doing?” Hades asked in his usual derisive tone.

      “I’m getting down,” I answered, dropping another vine on the ground before I began to climb down. “Come or don’t.”

      He and Loki looked at each other and the latter shrugged, shifting into a black crow. He flew down to the ground below and I found myself envious as I made my way down the hard way. Fenrir leaped past me onto a nearby ledge and easily scaled the rocks.

      I could hear Hades muttering his discontent, but he finally secured the second vine and scaled down the rock wall with me. When I was almost at the bottom, a pair of hands around my waist made me jolt.

      “Just helping,” Loki said, pulling me the rest of the way down.

      I looked him up and down, snorting. “You’re clothed this time.”

      “The laws of physics are a bit bendy in this world, it would seem,” he said with a grin. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      I rolled my eyes and brushed past him, joining Fenrir, who was already up ahead. We walked for another half an eternity before Loki spoke up. “There’s something I’ve been wondering.”

      Hades said nothing and I waited expectantly for him to continue.

      “Only one of us can win the challenge, so how are we going to handle that when we get to the big swirling eye in the sky?” he asked.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” Hades said crossly. “Hopefully time doesn’t pass quickly out there while we’re in here.”

      I shivered at the thought of getting stuck here for long. The fact that my mother was in the audience was the only comfort, since I was pretty sure they wouldn’t leave me in a coma in front of her. Demure as she was on the surface, she could be scary when she wanted.

      “Who knows?” Loki mused. “There’s nothing typical about the experience so far.” He paused, glancing at Hades. “Do you think this is related to… you know?”

      Hades gave him a silencing look.

      “I’m just asking.”

      “To what?” I demanded, stopping to face them both. “To the bond?”

      “What happened to not speaking about it?” Hades snapped.

      “We’re in a cavernous dream world,” I said, throwing out my arms. “I think we can assume we have privacy.”

      “The bond is the only common denominator between the four of us, so it stands to reason,” said Loki. “Occam’s razor and all that.”

      “Whatever the reason, it doesn’t matter. And when we do get out of here, no one’s saying a word about it,” said Hades.

      I narrowed my eyes. No matter how logical it happened to be, I always had a knee jerk reaction to Hades giving me marching orders. “Says who?”

      “Me,” he answered, staring me down. “And if I have to put another seal your lips spell on you, I will.”

      “What’s this about another kiss?” Loki asked, his eyes lighting up with mischief.

      I rolled my eyes. “It was for a spell.”

      “And your kiss with Fenrir was about reining in your power, but a kiss is still a kiss,” Loki scoffed. “I’m starting to feel left out.”

      My eyes rolled back into my head and I started walking faster even though every muscle in my body ached.

      The sky began to darken as we grew closer to the void and the stale air grew windy. I hugged myself against the chill, squinting to see through the sandy debris the wind had kicked up around us.

      “Feels like we’re walking into a storm,” I said.

      “Maybe that isn’t the way out,” Loki said warily, looking up at the stormy clouds above us.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Hades said, charging past us. “We’re in our own heads, it’s not like there’s any actual danger.”

      I watched as he continued, feeling a growing sense of dread. He was probably right, but my instincts said otherwise. Loki shrugged and trudged after him, but Fenrir lingered by my side. His eyes were sentient, even though he didn’t seem fully himself in this form.

      Or maybe he was just a different version of himself.

      I was still pissed about the preliminaries, so his presence wasn’t as comforting as it once would have been, but I found myself glad he was there. I started walking toward the others and the giant wolf came up alongside me.

      The closer we grew, the wilder the wind became to the point where I had to hold my hair back just to keep it out of my face. I tied it back with a small vine, looking up into the looming void. “How are we supposed to get up there?”

      “Maybe we’re not,” Loki said, walking to stand under the center of the vortex. His hair whipped around his face and I could tell he was struggling with each step. Hades followed him, and then Fenrir, but nothing happened.

      “I’m starting to think this isn’t it,” I admitted, finally following them. The moment I stepped foot below the center of the vortex, it opened wider and a beam of dark red light shot down from the sky all the way to the ground below us. The wind drowned out our startled screams and I started to feel myself lifting off the ground like a UFO abductee. Before I could process what was happening, the light became blinding, washing out everything else around me, and a moment later, I felt a sudden drop.

      I landed hard on something that partially broke my fall and the pained groan told me it was Loki. I felt his muscular torso beneath me as I pushed up, accidentally straddling his lap. “Sorry,” I muttered, quickly getting off him.

      He sat up slowly, looking a bit disheveled but no worse for the wear. “Don’t mention it. Feels like a wasted opportunity to make a joke about you falling from heaven, though.”

      “It’s not,” I said flatly. He offered a hand to help me to my feet, and I was shaken enough to take it.

      Looking around, I realized we were in a vast field of withered brown grass and Fenrir was not far off. He leaped to his feet, shaking out his fur. Hades was nowhere to be seen, but I doubted he had gone far.

      “Where are we?” I asked, bewildered as I studied a landscape even more barren than the one we’d just been through.

      “Definitely not Kansas,” Loki muttered, trudging onward. Before long, we reached the top of a hill and I could spot another structure in the distance. This time, it was two great looming gates that looked like they were made of gold.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, squinting. “I think I see Hades.”

      “He’s talking to someone,” Loki said, quickening his pace. I started running and Fenrir galloped along beside me as we headed for the gates.

      By the time I got close enough to see Hades clearly, I realized he was talking to someone behind the gates. No, not just talking. Arguing.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, coming to a stop. Through the golden bars, I could see a huge man who had to be seven feet tall at least. He was wearing the strangest armor I’d ever seen, made of leather and fur, and at his side was a broadaxe that looked like a prop in some fantasy game. He looked human, aside from the fact that his skin was a slightly tinted hue of green and his eyes were solid black.

      “This asshole won’t fucking tell us where we are,” Hades growled, looking like he was ready to fight the giant as soon as the gates opened.

      “Rather rude for a figment of our imagination,” Loki mused.

      The guard looked far from amused, but when his eyes met mine, they widened enough for me to realize the irises were a slightly lighter shade of black, after all. “You,” he bellowed in a voice that sounded like a growl. “What is your name?”

      “Me?” I croaked as the others turned to watch me. “I’m Kore…”

      “She’s nobody,” Hades snapped, gripping the bars. “I’ll ask you one more time. Where the hell are we?”

      The guard’s eyes narrowed and his massive hand closed around the handle of his axe. For a moment, I feared he was going to come through the gate just to punish Hades for his assholery and while that would usually be my idea of entertainment, I really wasn’t in the mood.

      “You, insolent boy, are in my Lord’s realm and you’d do well to remember that,” he growled, turning to face me once more. He ground the pole of his axe into the earth and the gates slid open. We had to jump back to get out of their path, and as the guard took a step out onto the other side, my heart raced.

      I stood back, prepared to call on my power to fight, but when he dropped to one knee, I was left staring in disbelief. “Welcome, your majesty.”

      It took me a few seconds to process what he’d just said and it still didn’t make any sense. “Uh. I think there’s been some confusion.”

      “She’s no one’s majesty yet,” Hades snapped, glowering at the orc or whatever the hell he was. “I’m the future ruler of the Underworld, so if you want to bow to anyone, bow to me.”

      “The Underworld?” the orc snarled, his eyes narrowing once more. He looked at Hades with a viciousness that made even the cocky young god take a step back. When he rose, I realized I’d been way off on my original estimate. He was easily pushing eight feet. “That would make you Chronus’ brat.”

      “You wanna say that again?” Hades asked, a blue flame leaping into his right hand.

      Before I could chastise him, Loki grabbed his arm. “Maybe don’t antagonize the not-so-jolly green giant, huh?”

      “He’s not real,” Hades said, shirking out of his grasp. “None of this is real! We’re in a fucking dream.”

      The orc was looking at him like he was crazy, which was better than looking like he was going to murder him. I decided to step in before things could escalate since he seemed partial to me for some reason, even if it was a case of mistaken identity.

      “What my friend here is trying to say is that this world isn’t exactly, uh, real,” I said.

      Loki facepalmed. “Much better.”

      “You try wording it in a less offensive way, then,” I hissed.

      The orc didn’t seem offended, at least. Now he was looking at me with concern. “Your majesty, however you came to be here, this place is as real as Olympus.”

      That seemed exactly like something a dream person would say, but for the sake of argument, I decided not to go there. “And where is here, exactly?”

      “The entrance to the Aether,” he answered, as if that should be obvious.

      My heart raced. The Aether? If that was true, then that meant we were in the same place where Ares had been banished.

      “The Aether,” Hades scoffed, folding his arms. “Right.”

      The orc looked warily over at Fenrir. “Is that thing with you?”

      The wolf bristled and I couldn’t blame him, but in the interest of keeping the peace, I put a hand on his head to settle him. “He is. He’s our friend, but for some reason he’s not able to shift back into his other form.”

      “He is a hellhound,” the Orc said knowingly, clearly displeased. “It is difficult for such creatures to maintain illusion here, where the laws that govern your world are not quite so rigid.”

      His words echoed Loki’s a bit too closely and for the first time, I found myself wondering if he was right. If we really had ended up in the Aether somehow and this wasn’t just an elaborate dream world.

      And if it was, whose mind was it a product of?

      “Go back to the whole your majesty thing,” Loki said, twirling his finger in the air. “What did you mean by that?”

      “What I said,” the orc answered impatiently. “She is the daughter of the Dark Lord. An Aetherean warrior would know his Princess anywhere.”

      “Right,” Loki said slowly, glancing at me.

      I shrugged, feigning ignorance. I had a bad feeling I knew exactly who this Dark Lord was, and there was no way my own brain would have let that cat out of the bag. A feeling of dread washed over me as I realized it was real.

      All of it.

      “I don’t know who you are,” I protested.

      “But I know you,” the orc answered, bowing low to me. “The entire realm has been awaiting your return.”

      “Return?” Hades echoed.

      “Enough,” the orc grunted, stabbing his broadaxe into the earth once more. He stepped back and motioned for me to walk through into the city streets just beyond the gate. “We mustn’t linger here. It isn’t safe, and the Dark Lord will wish to know of your arrival.”

      I stayed where I was, taking in the cityscape. This certainly wasn’t what I’d pictured when I thought of the Aether, but I figured the other place was just the lobby.

      “You heard the man,” Loki said, taking my arm to pull me along. “Let’s not keep your people waiting, Princess.”

      I gave him a filthy look, groaning inwardly. He thought this was all part of the game, and there was no way I could tell him otherwise without explaining the truth about my father. Or that the danger we were all in was real.
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      As the guard led us through the winding streets of a city that looked like it had never left the middle ages, I found myself torn between irritation and wonder. This was far more elaborate than the subconscious world I’d expected to wake up in, and while I wasn’t crazy about the company, there was part of me that was relieved I wasn’t alone.

      Of course she had to be here, too. I’d known what I was getting into when I brought her back, but no matter how much I berated myself, I couldn’t quite regret it.

      The orc led us to a black stone building that looked like an old English castle, watchtowers and all. The front hall was so vast that our footsteps echoed and it was furnished with every manner of finery, but it was the portrait hanging above the great hearth in the center of the room that drew my attention.

      It was Kore, seated in an uncharacteristically demure position with her hands in her lap and a jagged black crown set with blood red jewels on her head. Her hair was a soft shade of brown rather than the unnatural lilac she dyed it to be, but it was unmistakably her. I’d know those eyes anywhere.

      “What the hell,” she muttered under her breath on our way past the portrait.

      I decided to hold my tongue for the time being, curious where this would all lead. The orc led us to another huge room filled with packed bookshelves and luxurious furnishings. It looked more like a Victorian drawing room than the Aether the guard claimed it to be.

      “Wait here,” the orc ordered, standing at the door. “The Lord will be in shortly.”

      “Can’t wait to meet him,” Loki said dryly. “He sounds charming.”

      The guard scowled like he didn’t know what to make of the sarcasm and left without a word. For a moment, the room was silent, but I couldn’t let it last long.

      “Well, I guess now we know whose dream we’re in.”

      Loki snickered and Kore glared at me. Fenrir was pacing around the room, sniffing everything.

      “I hope you’re not implying I brought us here,” Kore said, folding her arms.

      “Who else?” I scoffed. “Princess?”

      Her face grew red with irritation, but she didn’t have a snappy comeback like she usually did. “Let’s just find a way out of here.”

      “Of course you’d be in a hurry to get back,” I challenged. “Wouldn’t want to miss your little speech.”

      Her expression went blank, but not for long. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s right,” I said with a shrug. “I know all about your little plan to humiliate the Academy.”

      “What plan?” Loki asked, looking between us. Even Fenrir had turned his attention toward her.

      “Tell them,” I challenged, smirking.

      Her gaze burned with hatred as she watched me. “Who told you?”

      I didn’t answer right away. I wanted to draw it out a little. See how she reacted when she thought there was a chance her precious Dionysus had betrayed her.

      Maybe I would let her keep thinking that, as a matter of fact. That way, I could make use of Daphne for longer.

      Before I had the chance to respond, the door opened and I turned around, expecting to see the orc again. The sight of the regal god standing before me with pale skin and eyes as red as blood made all other thoughts flee my mind.

      Dread filled me for the first time in my adult life as I found myself face to face with the one being even my father feared to encounter. I had never seen Ares in person, but the jagged scar running across his left eye and down his face from when he’d fought my father and been banished to the Aether was unmistakable.

      For a moment, we all just stared at him in silence, but his eyes were fixed on Kore and her alone. It felt like forever that he stayed there, just watching her, but when he finally spoke, his gaze softened with more tenderness than I had ever imagined possible for the god of war and chaos.

      “My dear Persephone,” he said in a heartfelt tone as he stretched his arms out to her. “Welcome home.”

      

      The End.

      To be continued soon in Academy of the Gods #3!
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